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Rural students are the least likely to enroll in college immediately following high school 
graduation (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2016; Smith, Beaulieu, & 
Seraphine, 1995). From 2000 to 2015, the gap in bachelor’s degree attainment between rural and 
urban populations grew to 14 percentage points (U. S. Department of Agriculture, 2017). Rural 
students that do access higher education enroll in public institutions at higher rates than their 
urban and suburban counterparts with many of them relying on community colleges as a pathway 
to the baccalaureate (Byun, Meece, & Agger, 2017; Hu, 2003). College readiness has been 
identified as a leading cause of inequality in college access (Arnold, Lu, & Armstrong, 2012).  
This dissertation study explored the influence of a rural community context on 
perceptions of college and career readiness among graduating high school seniors. A 
phenomenological approach that incorporated a case study design was conducted and bound to 
one rural, public PK-12 Midwestern school district. This study identified the district’s 
community college as an asset toward the development of college and career readiness for 
students with varying aspirations. Furthermore, this study revealed the ways in which the 
community college established familiarity with students and was perceived as consistent with 
rural students’ values and interests. These findings suggest that community colleges can be 
critical assets toward filling gaps in opportunity that exist in rural contexts for the development 
of college and career readiness. Implications for theory and research include disrupting deficit 
frameworks of rural students and community colleges. Within the realm of policy and practice, 
equitable funding and the establishment of purposeful partnerships are identified as critical to 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Every last one, route one, rural heart's got a story to tell 
Every grandma, in-law, ex-girlfriend maybe knows it just a little too well 
Whether you're late for church or you're stuck in jail 
Hey, word's gonna get around 
Everybody dies famous in a small town 
-Howard & Lambert, 2007 
 
In light of economic shifts and increasing poverty in rural areas, college preparation has 
been identified as a major issue facing rural communities (Alliance for Excellent Education, 
2010; Showalter, Klein, Johnson, & Hartman, 2017). In previous generations, a high school 
diploma could lead to a stable job in a rural economy. However, this is no longer the case with 
almost two thirds of the fastest-growing economic sectors in the nation requiring postsecondary 
education or training. Rural college graduates earn more than double that of rural high school 
dropouts and have much lower unemployment rates (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010). 
Further exacerbating these generational differences are the pathways and time taken to transition 
into adulthood, with contemporary youth taking more time to reach economic and social maturity 
(Berlin, Ferstenberg, & Waters, 2010). 
The majority of rural adults have completed at least a high school diploma; however, 
racial and ethnic minority populations make up increasing shares of individuals without this 
credential. Three out of ten rural adults have an associate’s degree or higher. From 2000 to 2015, 
the gap in bachelor’s degree attainment between rural and urban populations grew to 14 
percentage points. Measures of regional prosperity increase with educational attainment; rural 
counties with the lowest levels of attainment have increased poverty, unemployment, and 
population loss with the rural South having the lowest attainment levels within the context of 
rural America. Nationwide, 467 counties are comprised of a population in which 20% or more of 
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adults age 25-65 do not have a high school diploma or equivalent; 79% of these counties are 
rural (U. S. Department of Agriculture, 2017). 
Background and Problem Statement 
In 1973, Burton Clark identified inequality beyond secondary education as one of two 
dominant areas of inquiry within an emerging sociology of higher education field (Gumport, 
2007; McDonough & Fann, 2007). Educational inequality research in the postsecondary context 
has involved “both how inequality leads to different patterns of college attendance and how 
higher education reproduces social inequality and status hierarchies” (Gumport, 2007, p. 29). 
This research is rooted in the sociological theory of stratification that distinguishes between the 
distribution of social rewards and the opportunity to secure these rewards (Grusky, 2001). As 
higher education moved toward universal access, application of this theory became even more 
salient (Gumport, 2007). 
 Inequality research in higher education was originally centered on individual 
characteristics drawing from status attainment models (McDonough & Fann, 2007). These 
models seek to identify how circumstances of birth influence later social status and how status 
attained at varying points in a person’s lifetime impacts later stages. A basic model of status 
attainment illustrates the stratification process by studying the relationships among variables 
including father’s educational attainment and occupational status and an individual’s educational 
attainment, first job, and current occupation. Critics of status attainment models have pointed to 
their failure to take structural disadvantage into consideration (Grusky, 2001).  
The concept of social mobility refers to a change in social position. This change can be 
horizontal or vertical. Vertical social mobility can be ascending or descending. Educational 
attainment, which requires access to postsecondary institutions, is associated with opportunities 
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for upward social mobility. Therefore, as human capital has become more important than ever 
before to social mobility in contemporary society, the consequences of inequitable access to 
postsecondary education become more critical (Grusky, 2001). 
Geographical stratification. “Education deserts” demonstrate the stratification of 
opportunity for social mobility particularly by race, income, and class. Geography has 
implications for college opportunity as significant patterns have been identified between the 
number and types of colleges and community demographics, particularly race and class. 
Communities with low levels of educational attainment and with racially minoritized populations 
have very few or no colleges nearby. Community educational levels decline as the number of 
four-year institutions in the area decrease while places with the lowest educational attainment 
levels are identified as having an increased number of public community colleges nearby 
(Hillman, 2016).  
Historically, there are low levels of educational attainment among rural populations that 
experience stratified access to higher education. With parental education levels, socio-economic 
status, and college preparation strongly associated with individual educational attainment, rural 
students are at a disadvantage. A historical lack of a college-going culture in rural communities 
and high schools can result in little opportunity for students to develop the social and cultural 
capital necessary to successfully transition into postsecondary education. Individual decisions 
may then be limited by a lack of comprehensive sources of information. Regardless of individual 
preferences to remain in or leave a rural community, this becomes especially problematic in 
contemporary society as changing economic conditions make postsecondary credentials critical 
to social mobility (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010).  
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Outside of actual geographical distance, researchers have identified the complexities and 
challenges experienced by students moving from a rural Appalachian culture to higher education 
environments that present distinctly different ideas and expectations that may challenge, or place 
in conflict, previously held notions and values (Dees, 2006; Hlinka, Mobelini, & Giltner, 2015; 
Hlinka, 2017; Whiting, 1999). The culture of contemporary rural America has been identified as 
having strong community ties and valuing both independence and a strong work ethic. More 
concerning is a “permissive pessimism’ undergirded by racism and sexism that has resulted in a 
feeling of alienation and resentment prevalent in white rural America (Rogers, 2019, p. 2). This 
pessimism has been fueled by declining educational attainment and economic opportunity, 
particularly for men in rural communities. Historically male-dominated industries in rural areas 
have experienced significant job loss with growing industries, such as healthcare, requiring 
postsecondary training (Bray, Beer, & Calloway, 2019).  
Engaging rural students and communities in partnerships with higher education and 
government to boost opportunity in rural contexts will require an understanding of how 
information is filtered through this rural identity. Rogers (2019) has argued that university 
researchers and postsecondary faculty members “can meet rural students where they are, show 
value and appreciation for the many redeemable qualities of their identity, and empower them to 
uncover facts for themselves” to combat resentment that can keep rural populations disengaged 
from higher education (p. 5). This lack of engagement between higher education institutions, 
particularly four-year colleges, and rural communities has resulted in McDonough, Gildersleeve, 
and Jarsky (2010) likening college access for rural students to a “golden cage.” For many rural 
students, remaining in their home communities is seen as desirable, or golden. However, the 
realities of changing economies cannot support these regions as they have for previous 
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generations. Therefore, for those students that find rural life fulfilling (or golden) and wish to 
sustain it, their ability to enjoy a comfortable rural lifestyle will be limited by the economic 
conditions in their communities. Hence, they seem trapped in the “golden cage” (McDonough et 
al., 2010). 
College and career readiness. Conley (2010) defines college and career readiness as 
“the level of preparation a student needs in order to enroll and succeed-without remediation-in a 
credit-bearing course at a postsecondary institution that offers a baccalaureate degree or transfer 
to a baccalaureate program, or a high-quality certificate program that enables students to enter a 
career pathway with potential future advancement” (p. 21). The four dimensions of college and 
career readiness include key cognitive strategies, key content knowledge, academic behaviors, 
and contextual skills and awareness (Conley, 2010). Informed by Conley (2010), the Ecological 
Model of College Readiness defines college readiness as “a student’s capacity to enroll at a 
postsecondary institution, take credit-bearing classes beginning in the first year, earn passing 
grades in courses, and persist to his or her educational goals” (Arnold et al., 2012, p. 1).  
A focus on college preparation is particularly relevant given that only 28% of rural 
juniors and seniors take at least one Advanced Placement (AP) course and only 45.6% take the 
ACT or SAT. The importance of college preparation is underscored by the most recent Why 
Rural Matters report that adopted a college readiness gauge as one of five equally weighted 
indicators to assess the condition of rural education in each state. College readiness indicators 
include overall graduation rate, rural minority student graduation rate, rural students eligible for 
free or reduced meals graduation rate, percent of juniors and seniors enrolled in at least one AP 
course, and the percent of rural juniors and seniors taking the ACT or SAT. Based on these 
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indicators, rural students living in the Southeast, Southwest, West Coast, and Northern Plains 
appear to be the least prepared for college (Showalter et al., 2017). 
The lack of funding in rural communities for AP courses and scarce opportunities for 
work-based learning exacerbates inequities in high school graduation rates and college 
enrollment. The historical lack of a college-going culture in rural contexts leaves students absent 
opportunities to talk to college recruiters, work with college counselors, and access information 
on financing college, attend college visits, or identify college-educated community mentors. 
Within the context of career and technical education, rural schools are more likely to offer 
opportunities in welding and agribusiness but overall, lag behind non-rural schools in work-
based learning programs, particularly those in fast-growing occupations. Rural employers are 
also less likely to invest in these partnerships given limited resources for training and recruiting 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010). 
While the Showalter et al. (2017) Why Rural Matters report did not incorporate dual 
credit into their assessment of college readiness initiatives in rural high schools, the Alliance for 
Excellent Education (2010) found little difference in dual-credit offerings in rural, suburban, and 
urban high schools. Participation in dual credit has been identified as increasing the likelihood of 
bachelor’s degree attainment for students at institutions with varying levels of selectivity. 
However, the largest impact was found for students beginning at less selective institutions 
including community colleges (Blankenberger, Lichtenberger, & Witt, 2017). 
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this dissertation study was to explore the influence of a rural community 
context on perceptions of college and career readiness among graduating high school seniors. In 
order to build on the existing literature, a qualitative single instrumental case study was 
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conducted in one rural, public PK-12 school district. As the primary form of data collection, 
individual interviews were conducted with graduating high school seniors in the district. A 
phenomenological approach was relevant to understanding how students made choices, prepared 
for, and perceived readiness for life after high school in one rural school district. Additional data 
was collected in the form of a demographic survey, relevant documents, observations, and an 
informal interview with the district principal.  
Guiding Research Questions 
RQ1: How do rural high school seniors determine and define the opportunities accessible to them 
as they transition from high school? 
RQ2: What influences decision-making for rural high school seniors’ next steps? 
RQ3: How do rural high school seniors perceive their level of preparedness for the transition into 
their identified next step? 
Significance of the Study 
DeYoung (1987) identified disparities in rural student success in higher education as an 
emerging concern for American educational research thirty years ago, particularly for non-
traditional age student populations. Since that time, rural populations have made gains in 
educational attainment. However, these gains vary across demographic groups with women 
outpacing men and racial and ethnic minority groups being half as likely as Whites to have a 
college degree are. As the gap between rural and urban populations in college completion 
continues to grow (U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2017), this observation for future 
educational research is relevant today. 
Existing research on rural student access, choice, and attainment in higher education is 
most frequently quantitative and defines bachelor’s degree attainment as a marker of success in 
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postsecondary education (Bergerson, 2009; Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2012; Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 
2012; Koricich, Chen, & Hughes, 2018; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). This focus on bachelor’s 
degree attainment is problematic given that researchers have identified vocationalism as a 
dominant theme in rural student college decision-making (Meece et al., 2013; Robbins, 2012). In 
the rural community context, vocational options are typically related to trade, healthcare, and 
service occupations. Given their occupational relevance to the local environment, they are 
desirable pathways often encompassed within the community college context, particularly for 
those students that wish to remain in their rural communities (Hlinka et al., 2015; Hlinka, 2017; 
Meece et al., 2013; Robbins, 2012). Furthermore, an analysis of data by Petrin, Schafft, and 
Meece (2014) found that high-achieving rural students are among those individuals with the 
strongest attachments to their communities with perceptions of local economic value having 
great influence over their educational aspirations.  
As the research on stratification of college access has grown to account for the influence 
of organizations and larger environments, there are specific implications for rural populations. A 
growing body of literature identifies particular barriers to college access for rural students, 
however, it remains to be further understood and addressed in policy (Ardoin, 2018; Koricich et 
al., 2018; McDonough & Fann, 2007). Deficit language prevails in much of this literature on 
rural students. As indicated by Howley (2006), moving away from a deficit mindset will be 
important to appreciating the values of rural students and supporting local, rural school districts 
in raising student aspirations and providing opportunities for access to higher education. 
McDonough et al. (2010) have called for a deeper understanding of the experiences of 
rural students. Hillman (2016) is critical of current college choice models that do not “prioritize 
place over process” (p. 1011). However, two recent studies applied existing models to explore 
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college choice for rural students (Ardoin, 2018; Means, Clayton, Conzelmann, Baynes, & 
Umbach, 2016). Ardoin (2018) conducted a multi-site case study of two public high schools in 
the rural southeast guided by Hossler and Gallagher’s College Choice Model. Applying Perna’s 
Nested Model of College Choice, Means et al. (2016) employed a case study approach to 
understand the intersection of race/ethnicity and rurality in the college choices of rural, African-
American students.  
Means et al. (2016) have suggested that future study employ a grounded theory approach 
to explore the “process by which rural youth make their college-going decisions” (p. 566). While 
this process has been explored in the context of rural Kentucky, the research was limited to 
include only those students that entered a community college immediately following high school 
with the goal of transferring to a four-year institution (Hlinka et al., 2015; Hlinka, 2017). 
Informed by these identified gaps in the literature, this study explored the decision-making 
process of high school seniors, regardless of their decision to pursue postsecondary education, 
situated in a rural place. By focusing on student perceptions, the study provided an opportunity 
to understand the influence of a rural high school microsystem on students preparing for life after 
high school in one district at one point in time. In so doing, the study has the scholarly value of 
particularity (Creswell, 2014) and contributes to the literature on rural populations identifying 
themes in perceived opportunity and preparation. 
Theoretical Frameworks 
College readiness and academic preparation have been identified as dominant themes in 
the literature on student transition to college. Astin’s I-E-O framework posits that the interactions 
between inputs and environments influence student outcomes in college (Renn & Reason, 2013). 
While college choice frameworks account for community context, considerations of place are 
10 
 
particularly important for studying rural populations given the close ties between communities 
and schools that are evident in these environments (Tieken, 2014)). Citing college readiness as a 
leading cause of growing inequality in college access, Arnold, Lu, and Armstrong (2012) have 
argued for the application of the Ecological Model of College Readiness. Given the importance 
of context to this study, this model served as the primary theoretical framework. The heuristic 
value of this theoretical lens is that it situates the microsystem as the sole environmental context 
that directly shapes college readiness. The study sought to understand the larger phenomenon of 
how a rural microsystem influences individual perceptions. This necessitates a framework in 
which context is the primary consideration to account for the close connections between rural 
schools and communities. While the rural context is a primary focus, a secondary aspect is the 
actual transition experience of graduating from high school. Therefore, the Ecological Model of 
College Readiness will be coupled with Schlossberg’s Transition Theory. This secondary 
framework was utilized to develop the interview protocol and influenced the subsequent data 
analysis toward understanding how individuals prepared for the transition out of high school 
within the primary framework of a rural microsystem.  
Ecological model of college readiness. Given the systemic inequality that contributes to 
stratification in higher education, application of Urie Bronfenbrenner’s sociological theory to 
issues of college access and success accounts for the multiple systems that influence college 
readiness (Arnold et al., 2012). Within this model, college readiness is defined as “a student’s 
capacity to enroll at a postsecondary institution, take credit-bearing classes beginning in the first 
year, earn passing grades in courses, and persist to his or her educational goals” (Arnold et al., 
2012, p. 1). Bronfenbrenner’s model for the ecology of human development is comprised of four 
components: process, person, context, and time (PPCT). Interactions between these components 
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influence individual development within various environments including family, school, and 
work. Process refers to specific interactions between individuals and environments that produce 
development; person encompasses individual background and demographics as well as 
preferences for environmental interactions; context includes the multiple systems between an 
individual and the environment including microsystems, mesosystems, exosystems, and 
macrosystems; and time is applied three-fold within the chronosystem. The chronosystem 
encompasses the actual time in which an individual lives, the timing of a given event within a 
person’s lifetime, and changes over time for both the person and the context; all of which 
pressure changes in the macrosystem (Renn & Reason, 2013). 
Within the Ecological Model of College Readiness (see Figure 1.1), the attributes of 
college readiness at the individual level include resource characteristics, force characteristics, 
and demand characteristics. Resource characteristics refer to abilities, knowledge, and skills 
including academic preparation, academic habits, and college knowledge. Force characteristics 
like self-efficacy and aspirations influence the ways in which individuals choose to respond to 
their environment. Demand characteristics include those demographic groups to which 
individuals belong that can influence the ways in which educational environments respond to 
them (Arnold et al., 2012). 
The ecological model posits that an individual’s microsystem is the only environmental 
context that directly shapes college readiness. Microsystems refer to direct interactions between 
individuals and their environments that set norms, roles, and opportunities critical to the college 
preparation process. The mesosytem is the combination of interactions that can influence the 
development of social and cultural capital. While the student is not physically present in those 
organizations and structures that comprise the exosystem, these environments nonetheless 
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influence his or her microsystem. Examples can include institutional or government policies or 
workplaces of those individuals with which the student lives. Finally, macrosystems are at the 
broadest level and incorporate the historical and cultural influences that shape the larger society 
and availability of opportunity for individuals (Arnold et al., 2012; Renn & Reason, 2013). 
Advocates of applying Bronfenbrenner’s ecological framework to the research on college 
readiness identified several purposes for this approach especially as the implementation of 
college readiness programs alone have been unsuccessful in eliminating inequities in college 
access and success:  
“First, this approach highlights the comprehensive nature of college readiness and 
provides a way to reconceptualize research, policy, and practice to account for the 
complexity of relationships between students and multiple environments. Second, the 
framework supplies a coherent organizational scheme for the large literature on college 
readiness. Third, an ecological analysis highlights gaps in what is known about particular 
environment levels and interactions across levels, enabling the development of a research 
agenda that has the potential to move the field in promising new directions. Fourth, the 
lens of ecology accounts for both structure and agency, providing a bridge across 
developmental, organizational, and policy approaches. Fifth, our work has the potential to 
inform improvement in practice through the potential of ecology theory to explain 
socioeconomic gaps in educational attainment and to guide school, college, and 


























 Schlossberg’s transition theory. Schlossberg’s Transition Theory built on existing work 
to identify individual, environment, and transition factors that are likely to determine the impact 
of a given transition experience at a particular time. Types of transitions include anticipated, 
unanticipated, and nonevents that are expected transitions that do not come to fruition. While it is 
regularly considered a theory of adult development, relevancy to traditional age college students 
has been established. Three components of the transition process are identified as approaching 
change, taking stock, and taking charge (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010). 
Within the taking stock component, four sets of factors, the “4 S’s,” are identified as 
influencing a person’s ability to cope with transition. These “4 S’s” include situation, self, 
support, and strategies. According to Schlossberg’s Transition Theory, an individual’s ability to 
effectively cope with a transition is dependent upon the resources available in these four areas 
(Chickering & Schlossberg, 2002; Evans et al., 2010). Individuals in the transition process make 
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two types of appraisals; these appraisals of the transition are important in determining the coping 
process. Primary appraisal involves one’s own view of the transition itself while secondary 
appraisal involves a self-assessment of resources available in coping with the transition. The “4 
S’s” provide a framework applicable to the appraisal process relevant to the research. Moving in, 
through, or out describe transition phases within the context of taking charge. Individuals move 
from being preoccupied with the transition to integration of it. Transitions provide opportunities 
for personal development but the theory does not assume a positive outcome (Evans et al., 2010). 
While the theory has largely been applied to practice in supporting college students and 
other individuals experiencing transition, little research is available for validation. Outside of one 
study of adult learners, research that embraces Schlossberg’s theory has been conducted external 
to the higher education context. The theory is identified as a valuable tool for integrating 
multiple identity contexts given the emphasis on the perspective of the individual experiencing 
the transition (Evans et al., 2010). 
Definition of Terms 
Academic Habits-Conceptualized as awareness and experiences with self-management, self-
awareness, self-monitoring, and self-discipline (Arnold et al., 2012, p. 23) 
Academic Preparation-Conceptualized as the development of key cognitive strategies and key 
content knowledge (Conley, 2010) 
Aspirations-Conceptualized as “differential interests, values, belief systems, and goals in relation 
to persons objects, and symbols in the environment and in relation to the self” (Bronfenbrenner 
as cited in Arnold et al., 2012, p. 21) 
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College and Career Readiness - “A student’s capacity to enroll at a postsecondary institution, 
take credit-bearing classes beginning in the first year, earn passing grades in courses, and persist 
to his or her educational goals.” (Arnold et al., 2012, p. 1) 
College Knowledge-Conceptualized as “understanding what college is, how to choose colleges, 
and how to pay for higher education” (Arnold et al., 2012, p. 24) 
Macrosystem - Operationalized broadly as employers and postsecondary institutions with which 
individuals in the microsystem may or may not be familiar (Arnold et al., 2012) 
Microsystem - Operationalized as the immediate setting that surrounds an individual (Arnold et 
al., 2012) 
Mesosystem - Operationalized as employers and postsecondary institutions familiar to 
individuals in the microsystem (Arnold et al., 2012) 
Rural High School - Census-defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized 
area and is more than 10 miles from an urban cluster (NCES, n.d.) 
Self-Efficacy - Conceptualized as “the belief that one is capable of acting in ways that will 
achieve desired ends” (Bandura as cited in Arnold et al., 2012, p. 25) 
Student Capacity - Operationalized as individual perceptions of academic behaviors (self-
management) and contextual skills and awareness (college knowledge) described by Conley 
(2010) that contribute to the development of resource and force characteristics (Arnold et al., 
2012)  
Limitations of the Study 
The first limitation of the study is that it is set in one, single rural district that is located 
14 miles from a regional, public state university and 28 miles from a public community college. 
Regional differences in rural communities and the lack of a consistent federal definition have 
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created challenges for research and practice toward effectively supporting rural populations 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010) with six different federal definitions for rural 
educational contexts (Arnold et al., 2007). Given the diverse context of rural America and the 
nature of qualitative inquiry, this study does not seek to be generalizable. However, the findings 
may be useful for practitioners throughout the educational pipeline that work to advance 
educational access and attainment in rural contexts. 
Second, the study focused on participant perceptions of student capacity. Therefore, no 
data were collected on demonstrated individual performance related to measures of college and 
career readiness. Hence, the findings are absent data on student capacity as traditionally defined 
and documented for college admission, course placement, or employment purposes. Thus, the 
study is limited by and to student perceptions of ability and opportunity versus documented 
performance that would influence the opportunity to access various higher education institutions 
and employment opportunities.  
Delimitations of the Study 
An important delimitation of the study is the focus on individual student perceptions. I 
made the choice to conduct only one informal interview with a district staff member, the 
principal. While this was important to provide context for the case, the primary focus was on 
how students perceived and experienced this context. This decision was made to focus data 
analysis and findings on the values and perceptions of students versus staff members or 
institutional agents. In addition, one student listed as a member of the senior class was not 
included in the study after the principal noted that the student had been attending an alternate 




Contents of the Dissertation 
This dissertation is comprised of five chapters. In an effort to further incorporate the 
voices of participants, each chapter begins with song lyrics that were selected by one of the 
individuals in the graduating class for inclusion in the slide show played during their graduation 
ceremony. In the first chapter, I introduce the study by providing context for the state of 
educational access and attainment in rural communities and identifying the purpose and 
significance of the study. Chapter two reviews the extant literature on rural students in higher 
education and community colleges as points of access. Chapter three includes an overview of the 
research methodology and associated data collection and analysis. In chapter four, the findings 
are presented and organized thematically. Finally, a summary of the findings followed by 




CHAPTER 2: A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
Hold on, to me as we go 
As we roll down this unfamiliar road 
And although this wave is stringing us along 
Just know you’re not alone 
'Cause I’m going to make this place your home 
-Holden & Pearson, 2012 
 
This chapter is comprised of a review of relevant literature that will provide insight into 
the unique aspects of rural students as it relates to the context of higher education. First, research 
on rural student access and attainment within the sociology of higher education literature is 
introduced. Second, the context of research on overarching themes as it pertains to rural students 
are identified including academic achievement, aspirations, socio-economic status, and 
vocational mindset. Next, an overview of theoretical frameworks of college choice is provided 
and followed by a summary of research that highlights the importance of community colleges to 
rural populations. Finally, prominent leaders in research and advocacy related to advancing 
educational opportunity for rural populations are identified.  
Access and Attainment 
In a study of research on the sociology of higher education, McDonough and Fann (2007) 
identified 114 articles published in prominent sociology and higher education journals on the 
topic of college access from 1973 to 2004. While 77% of these articles applied quantitative 
methods, only 4% used qualitative methods. Just over half of the published sociology literature 
focused on the influence of family socioeconomic status on individual educational attainment. 
The sociology journals began to feature articles on access for specific racial groups before the 
higher education journals. By 2004, research on college access began “to identify specific ways 
that cultural and geographical differences affect reasons for deciding to prepare for and attend 
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college and the cultural and historical factors influencing parental involvement” (McDonough & 
Fann, 2007, p. 58).   
Students from public non-charter high schools in rural contexts are the least likely to 
enroll in college immediately following high school graduation (National Student Clearinghouse 
Research Center, 2016; Smith et al., 1995). Rural students that do access higher education enroll 
in public institutions at higher rates than their urban and suburban counterparts with many of 
them relying on community colleges as a pathway to the baccalaureate (Byun et al., 2017; Hu, 
2003). Only about 40% of rural high school graduates from the class of 2011 chose to attend any 
four-year institution (Snyder, de Brey, & Dillow, 2016). Over half of rural youth in 
postsecondary education attend a community college at some point with a quarter of this 
subpopulation enrolling in a two-year college prior to enrolling in a four-year college (Byun et 
al., 2017). Rural students have an increased likelihood of delaying college enrollment or to have 
periods of stopping out which is especially problematic given that timing and continuity of 
enrollment have been shown to predict positive educational outcomes (Byun , Irvin, & Meece, 
2015).  
Despite demonstrated increased aspirations to attend college, rural high school graduates 
have been found to be significantly less likely than their peers in urban or suburban areas to 
begin their college education at a selective institution (Byun et al., 2012; Byun et al., 2015; 
Koricich et al., 2018). Furthermore, Byun et al. (2015) found that while the difference in choice 
of college attendance is impacted by socio-economic status and high school curriculum, even 
without those factors, the difference in rural student attendance at selective institutions persists. 
As it relates to high-achieving, low-income students in rural areas, underrepresentation at 
selective institutions could be reflective of institutional recruitment practices that are 
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concentrated in 15 urban areas, often in close proximity to the institutions themselves. This 
decreases opportunities for high-achieving, low-income students in non-urban areas to access 
comprehensive information on college choice (Hoxby & Avery, 2013). Researchers have also 
speculated that this underrepresentation at selective institutions provides evidence of the 
tendency of rural students to academically undermatch at higher rates than their urban or 
suburban peers (Smith, Pender, & Howell, 2013). In contrast to suburban and urban students, 
institutional selectivity has not been found to significantly influence the likelihood of rural 
students to earn a degree (Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2012). 
Research on rural educational attainment is overwhelmingly quantitative and 
baccalaureate-centric (Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2012; Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012). While rural 
high school graduates complete a degree within six years of graduation at a higher rate than 
students from urban high schools (National Student Clearinghouse Research Center, 2016), the 
share of adults with baccalaureate degrees is growing faster in urban areas (U.S. Department of 
Agriculture, 2017). Byun, Irvin, & Meece (2012) found little difference in bachelor’s degree 
completion rates between rural and non-rural students enrolled in four-year colleges. However, 
Castaneda (2002) found that rural students attending the community college as their first 
destination experienced lower transfer rates and attainment levels than their non-rural peers. 
Accordingly, Townsend and Wilson (2006) found that the impact of origin institution on 
integration at the transfer institution was most pronounced for students transferring from a small, 
rural community college to a large research university.   
Rural Students 
Academic achievement. Researchers have identified rural students as exhibiting lower 
levels of academic achievement than their non-rural peers exhibit (Bowen, Kurzwell, & Tobin, 
21 
 
2005; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). However, recent data suggests that despite the challenges 
facing rural populations, national rural student achievement fares well overall (Showalter et al., 
2017). While Roscigno and Crowley (2001) concluded that rural adolescents have a higher rate 
of dropping out of high school than non-rural populations, Bowen et al. (2005) found the 
opposite with rural students graduating from high school at higher rates than both urban and 
suburban students. Currently, the overall national graduation rate for rural high schools is 87%. 
However, the rate for rural students of color is 10 percentage points lower (Showalter et al., 
2017). 
Rural students perform the same as or better than their non-rural peers on standardized 
tests through eighth grade (Bowen et al., 2005; Showalter et al., 2017). However, by their senior 
year in high school, rural students score lower than suburban peers and about the same as urban 
peers (Bowen et al., 2005). Researchers conducting a study on the relationship of school poverty 
to rural student achievement found that K-12 school characteristics were predictive of 
achievement for students in high-poverty communities but not in low-poverty communities. 
Specifically, for rural youth in high-poverty communities, attending a school configuration of K-
12 predicted lower levels of educational achievement while smaller class sizes (not school size) 
predicted higher levels of achievement. For rural youth in both high and low-poverty 
communities, academic self-concept and school belonging were related to achievement (Irvin, 
Meece, Byun, Hutchins, & Farmer, 2011). 
Aspirations. High school location has been identified as an important dimension of 
inequity with rural students consistently demonstrating lower levels of aspiration, access and 
choice within the context of postsecondary education (Hu, 2003). However, researchers have 
found evidence that the numbers of rural youth aspiring to attend and complete college are 
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increasing. In a sample of almost 5,000 rural high school students, 38% of respondents indicated 
a desire to pursue careers that required a college education. Approximately 40% of the students 
had educational aspirations than aligned with career goals. Only 24% aspired while 46% 
overestimated the education needed to meet their stated career goal (Meece et al., 2013). While 
college aspirations among rural youth appear to be increasing, disparities do exist beyond the 
baccalaureate. Non-rural youth are twice as likely to aspire to acquire more than four years of 
postsecondary education as rural youth (Howley, 2006).  
  Educational aspirations and/or economic necessity serve as an impetus for rural youth to 
leave their home communities in the first place; not an actual desire to leave them. An actual 
desire to leave the home community serves as a predictor of lower educational attainment 
suggesting that rising the aspirations of rural students may be a key factor in the ability of these 
students to persist in college (Johnson, Elder, & Stern, 2005). Recent qualitative studies have 
highlighted this tension between staying and leaving as a significant theme that influenced rural 
student aspirations (Hlinka et al., 2015; Means et al., 2016).  
The choice to first attend the community college may be influenced by the conflict 
experienced by rural students between a desire for social mobility and their desire to remain in 
their communities (Hektner, 1995; Hlinka et al., 2015; Howley, 2006). Researchers have 
hypothesized that the disparity in post-baccalaureate aspirations may be connected to rural 
families’ commitment to place and the tendency to pursue higher education within this context 
thus limiting job opportunities that require postgraduate study (Howley, 2006; Johnson et al., 
2005). However, studies that are more recent find evidence of students seeking both 
baccalaureate and advanced degrees with hopes of remaining in or returning to their rural 
communities to be agents of community development (Hlinka et al., 2015; Wright, 2012). 
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While this conflict experienced by rural students can manifest itself in lower educational 
aspirations and delayed college entry (Hektner, 1995), Burnell (2003) found that college-ready 
rural students opting to enter the workforce right out of high school had aspirations for both 
education and work. These students viewed their college-going peers as delaying “the real 
world” and adulthood. Entering the workforce immediately following high school was perceived 
as a meaningful and realistic path toward personal responsibility and independence (Burnell, 
2003).  
Socioeconomic status. Rural poverty rates can further challenge educational access 
(Bowen et al., 2005; Byun, Meece, & Irvin, 2012; Farmer et al., 2006; Koricich et al., 2018; 
Meece et al., 2013; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). Instances of rural poverty are growing. This is 
evidenced by the increase from 16 to 23 states reporting that the majority of their rural students 
are from low-income families (Showalter et al., 2017). According to Byun et al. (2015), “this 
indicates a double jeopardy situation for low-SES students in rural areas” (p. 275). This is 
especially concerning in the context of the transfer pathway given Melguizo and Dowd’s (2009) 
finding of socio-economic status as a critical factor in the likelihood of transfer students to 
persist at the same rate as native students. 
With the increased likelihood of a rural student to be from a lower socio-economic status, 
financing college is certainly another concern (Bowen et al., 2005; Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 2012; 
Means et al., 2016; Meece et al., 2013; Roscigno & Crowley, 2001). Meece et al. (2013) found 
that even the perception of limited family income by a student decreased their aspirations to 
attend a four-year college and toward pursuit of a job that would require college attendance. 
Likewise, rural students consider the avoidance of taking out student loans as a top factor in 
choosing an educational institution (Robbins, 2012).   
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Vocational mindset. Research has identified vocationalism as a dominant theme in rural 
student college decision-making (Meece et al., 2013; Robbins, 2012). In the rural community 
context, vocational options are typically related to trade, healthcare, and service occupations 
(Meece et al., 2013). Consistent with the attachment to place evident in rural families, the culture 
of these areas tends to be focused on the outcomes associated with college attendance and their 
occupational relevance to the local environment (Robbins, 2012).  
This vocational mindset results in a preference for more locally recognizable institutions, 
regardless of prestige or selectivity. Even for the highest achieving students, the idea of applying 
to a prestigious college is highly uncommon. Students that had social connections to someone 
that had attended an elite college could support aspirations to attend these institutions. However, 
even in those cases, application could not be predicted (Robbins, 2012). Since institutions that 
are more selective tend to be located in or near metropolitan areas, it is less likely that rural 
students will have these institutions within their frame of reference when choosing a college 
(Byun et al., 2015; Soria, 2015). 
Theoretical Frameworks of College Choice 
In 2009, the Association for the Study of Higher Education (ASHE) published a 
monograph reviewing twenty years of literature on college choice. The monograph built on 
previously supported work by Paulsen (1990) regarding student enrollment patterns that 
identified three perspectives historically shaping the process of college choice including 
sociological, psychological, and economic. In the time between these reports, research on college 
choice shifted from a focus on informing enrollment management professionals on the reasons 
behind college choice to addressing issues of access and equity (Bergerson, 2009). While the 
current study applied theoretical frameworks that place context at the center of study on 
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transition into adulthood, an understanding of theoretical frameworks on college choice is 
relevant.  
This research on stratification of higher education overwhelmingly applied quantitative 
methods and identified specific inequities for students of color and students from low-income 
backgrounds. Given this inequitable access to postsecondary education, college choice 
frameworks present limitations in understanding student decision-making and educational 
trajectories. As research on college choice shifted to equity, three other trends emerged. First, the 
research moved away from models of comprehensive college choice given the growing diversity 
of college students. Second, college preparation emerged as an area of focus for research on 
college choice. Finally, researchers began to explore the implications of state and federal policy 
on college access and choice (Bergerson, 2009). 
Hossler and Gallagher’s college choice model. While several models of college choice 
exist, Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) three-phase model is prominent in the empirical literature 
and has served as a foundation for later models. The first phase is predisposition in which 
students decide to continue their education beyond high school. This phase is influenced by 
parental involvement, socioeconomic status, high school culture, educator expectations of 
students, and college admissions personnel. The second phase is search in which students collect 
information on postsecondary options. Researchers have identified socio-economic status as the 
individual characteristic that most influences this stage with students from high-income 
backgrounds having more information and more choices. In contrast, low-income students may 
revisit the decision made in the first phase given the costs of higher education. The final phase is 
choice in which students consider their identified options and make a final choice of institution. 
The choice stage is influenced by institutional characteristics, rankings, socioeconomic status 
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and financial aid, and public policy (Bergerson, 2009; Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Renn & 
Reason, 2013).  
Researchers have critiqued Hossler and Gallagher’s (1987) model for not being 
applicable to underrepresented groups, particularly students of color and low-income students 
(Bergerson, 2009). However, Ardoin (2018) applied this model to a collective case study of two 
high schools located in the rural southeastern United States. The case study incorporated 
interviews with eight low-income sophomore students with aspirations to be first-generation 
college students and two high school counselors. While the study found that rural students lacked 
opportunities to develop college knowledge and preferred to pursue higher education via nearby 
community colleges, the study considers these institutional types (Ardoin, 2018). 
Perna’s nested model of college choice. Perna (2006) asserted that economic and 
sociological approaches, in isolation of each other, are insufficient to understanding group 
differences in college choice. Integrating both of these approaches into one model, Perna (2006) 
proposed the Nested Model of College Choice (See Figure 2.1) as a conceptual model to guide 
this area of research. The model posits that four contextual layers of habitus; school and 
community context; higher education context; and social, economic, and policy context influence 
an individual’s evaluation of the benefits and costs of college attendance. Within the context of 
this model, college choice is defined as incorporating the three stages identified in previous 
research including predisposition, search, and choice (Perna, 2006). 
While Perna’s (2006) model incorporates human capital investment and various 
sociological concepts, one set course that results in college enrollment is not assumed. Rather, 
multiple routes to enrollment are possible with individual estimates of costs and earnings nested 
within the four contextual layers. Habitus reflects individual demographics including gender, 
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race/ethnicity, socio-economic status, and levels of cultural and social capital. The social 
structures and resources that influence college choice are encompassed within the school and 
community context. The next contextual layer incorporates three identified ways that higher 
education institutions shape college choice including serving as a source of information for 
students and families on enrollment options, the influence of institutional characteristics, and the 
actual availability of slots for enrollment. The final layer recognizes the impact of social, 
economic, and policy contexts on college choice (Perna, 2006). 
The Nested Model of College Choice has been applied to a case study of college 
aspirations for rural, African-American students. While students’ aspirations and decisions were 
embedded in the identified layers of this model that influenced individual social and cultural 
capital, researchers noted that the model could be expanded to account for the deep connections 
to community articulated by rural students. The model also does not account for financial 
literacy as it relates to financing college, a significant theme that emerged from the study (Means 
et al., 2016). This model of college choice has also contributed to conceptual frameworks for 
research on racial differences in study abroad participation rates (Salisbury, Paulsen, & 
Pascarella, 2011) and the educational attainment of children of immigrants (Lauderdale & 
Heckman, 2017). In addition, Acevedo-Gil (2017) built upon the model to propose a framework 
for studying Latinx student college choice. This research supports Perna’s (2006) assertion that 







Figure 2.1 Perna’s Nested Model of College Choice (Perna, 2006, p. 117) 
 
Community Colleges as Points of Access 
 Two-year institutions emerged in both the public and private sectors early in the 
twentieth century as uniquely American institutions (Frye, 2014; Thelin, 2011). Initially, “junior 
colleges” were envisioned to provide the first two years of a liberal arts curriculum toward a 
bachelor’s degree. However, over time their mission grew to incorporate vocational training 
(Thelin, 2011).    
In July of 1946, President Harry Truman created the President’s Commission on Higher 
Education and tasked the group with the challenge of evaluating the status and future role of 
America’s colleges and universities. The resulting six-volume report entitled “Higher Education 
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for American Democracy” cited the important role community colleges would play in expanding 
access to higher education (Bowen et al., 2005; Brint & Karabel, 1989; Thelin, 2011). Two 
important implications of the report for the community college sector included the 
recommendation of significant expansion of the public sector of this segment of higher education 
as well as the reconceptualization of them as “community colleges” (Bowen et al., 2005). The 
inclusion of vocational training was utilized as a supporting argument for the shift in terminology 
from “junior college” to “community college”:   
“A change of name is suggested because ‘junior’ no longer covers one of the functions 
being performed. The name was adopted when the primary and often the sole function of 
the institution was to offer the first two years of a 4-year college curriculum. Now, 
however, one of its primary functions is to serve the needs of students who will terminate 
their full-time college attendance by the end of the fourteenth year or sooner. For them a 
wide variety of terminal curricula has been developed. Such an institution is not well 
characterized by the name ‘junior’ college” (President’s Commission on Higher 
Education, 1947, vol. 3, pp. 8-9). 
 
The report stressed the importance of access to higher education for all, a novel concept 
at that time. In 1940, only 5% of the population had completed college (Harper & Jackson, 
2010). As Bowen et al. (2005) indicated, “In some respects, it was the right report at the wrong 
time” given that “...a fiscally conservative and politically vulnerable Harry Truman lacked the 
means and the motivation to push expensive, polarizing higher education initiatives” (p. 38). 
However, this focus on access would be realized much later with the years after 1960 
characterized by an emphasis on college access (Harper & Jackson, 2010). By the late 1970s and 
early 1980s, more than 50% of all first-time, first-year students started in a two-year school 
(Rouse, 1995).  
While the focus on access after 1960 was reflected in the significant growth of the public 
community college (Harper & Jackson, 2011), these institutions were not without criticism. As 
noted by Karabel (1972), while community colleges have increased the percentage of people 
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entering higher education, expansion of access has not equated with the expansion of 
opportunity. This topic of democratization, making higher education accessible for all; versus 
diversion, drawing students away from four-year institutions and the class conflicts inherent in 
the hierarchy of higher education has continued to fuel scholarly debate in the decades since the 
Truman Report was published (Brint & Karabel, 1985). Related to this debate is the function of 
community colleges in “cooling out” or “heating up” student aspirations (Clark, 1960; Karabel, 
1972; Kujawa, 2013).   
Bailey and Morest (2006) identify two parts to this controversy surrounding the 
community college since the Truman Commission called on these institutions to serve all of the 
post-high school needs of their communities. These include the problems inherent with 
maintaining quality when attempting to meet so many needs as well as the appropriate balance 
between vocational and transfer programs. Furthermore, while community colleges promote 
access, they do so with the least money and student populations that experience significant 
barriers to college completion (Bailey & Morest, 2006).    
There is no doubt that community colleges have paved the way for increased access 
envisioned by the Truman Commission. Access and success continue to be ongoing concerns 
(Dougherty, 2014; Gilbert & Heller, 2013) with policymakers and accreditors alike shifting their 
attention to the outcomes of college attendance (Bailey & Morest, 2006). Given this shift and 
research demonstrating the influence of institutional selectivity on producing positive student 
outcomes (Byun et al., 2015), the concept of academic undermatch has become a focus of 
research on issues of stratification in higher education (Bastedo & Flaster, 2014; Bastedo & 
Jaquette, 2011; Smith et al., 2013).  
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Academic undermatching describes the occurrence of a high school graduate attending a 
college less selective than his or her academic achievement suggests or foregoing college 
altogether despite academic achievement (Bastedo & Flaster, 2014). While academic undermatch 
is more common among both rural and low-income students, more research is needed on the 
potential impact of this phenomenon to student outcomes (Bastedo & Flaster, 2014; Bastedo & 
Jaquette, 2011; Smith et al., 2013). However, this concept is particularly salient to community 
colleges as non-selective primary postsecondary access points to these subpopulations. 
Bastedo and Flaster (2014) suggested three problematic underlying assumptions of 
contemporary research on academic undermatch. First, a focus on extreme ends of institutional 
selectivity ignores distinctions of those institutions that fall into the middle. Second, by assuming 
accurate predictions of who will be admitted to what colleges, there is a failure to recognize 
stratification within high school systems. Finally, there is a lack of evidence that applying 
measures of achievement such as standardized test scores to match students to institutions would 
reduce inequality and improve outcomes (Bastedo & Flaster, 2014). 
In terms of contemporary data on community college student enrollment, persistence, and 
completion, six of every 10 students that begin at public, two-year colleges persist from fall to 
fall. However, one in five persists at a transfer destination. With almost 40% of community 
college students focused on transfer without completing a degree at the initial institution, 
traditional measures of graduation rates are problematic for demonstrating the value of 
community colleges. However, there is room for improvement as only 24.4% of students that 
began at a two-year public institution in fall 2008 had transferred to a four-year college within 
six years (Baker & Levin, 2017).  
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While Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) concluded that students beginning at the 
community college are at a disadvantage to their peers that begin at a four-year institution, more 
recent studies have provided evidence that transfer student outcomes are equal to or better than 
native students (Glass Jr. & Harrington, 2002; Ishitani, 2008; Melguizo & Dowd, 2009; Strahn-
Koller, 2012). While the average transfer student is just as likely to graduate with a bachelor’s 
degree as their peers that begin at the four-year institution, transfer students fall behind in credit 
accumulation during their third year and beyond. Researchers have identified the most 
consequential “choke points” that contribute to the gap in attainment levels as the lack of transfer 
among students completing 60 credits and the loss of credits among those that do transfer. 
Without this loss of credits, bachelor’s degree attainment levels of community college transfer 
students would be even higher than those students beginning at the four-year institution 
(Monaghan & Attewell, 2015). 
Rural community colleges play a critical role in the economic development of rural areas 
given the impact of contemporary economic trends on these communities (Valadez & Killacky, 
1995). Rural community colleges thus engage in distinct activities to support their local 
economies including contract training, developing small businesses, and supporting economic 
development planning (Miller & Tuttle, 2007). In concert with these economic activities, rural 
community colleges are often the single provider of cultural activities and higher education for 
their communities (Cavan, 1995) and are seen as “socially enabling institutions that improve and 
help form the identity of rural America” (Miller & Tuttle, 2007, p. 126).  
Research on Postsecondary Access in Rural Communities  
Given the prominence of community colleges in the postsecondary trajectories of rural 
populations, research on the contributions of these institutions to rural America has emerged over 
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the past twenty years (RCCA, 2017). As evidenced by the updated Carnegie Classification 
system and federal directives, these diverse community contexts have captured the attention of 
policymakers and researchers alike (Hardy & Katsinas, 2007; McCormick & Zhao, 2014; 
Orszag, Barnes, Carrion, & Summers, 2009). Two special volumes of the New Directions for 
Community Colleges series have been dedicated to rural community colleges, one in 1995 and a 
second volume in 2007 after these institutions became a category in the Carnegie system (Eddy 
& Murray, 2007; Killacky & Valadez, 1995). In terms of the Carnegie system, rural community 
colleges are public two-year institutions located “outside the hundred largest standard or 
consolidated metropolitan statistical areas” (Eddy & Murray, 2007, p. 1). These institutions are 
further categorized as small, midsized, or large based on enrollment numbers (Eddy & Murray, 
2007).  
Five organizations have emerged as prominent in advancing research and advocacy on 
rural student college access and completion. These include the National Rural Education 
Association, Rural Community College Alliance, Education Policy Center at the University of 
Alabama, National Research Center on Rural Education Support at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill, and the Rural School and Community Trust. The purpose and 
contributions of each organization are summarized below. 
National Rural Education Association. Originally founded in 1907 as the Department 
of Rural Education, the National Rural Education Association (NREA) is an organization of 
educators, researchers, and other stakeholders interested in supporting rural school systems 
nationwide as “the voice of rural communities and schools” (NREA, 2017). The NREA is 
affiliated with the University of Tennessee Chattanooga. The organization’s official peer-
reviewed journal, The Rural Educator, is published three times a year and hosted by Mississippi 
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State University Libraries. The journal is most interested in “receiving manuscripts related to the 
impact of federal and state reform policies on rural schools, funding, and finance issues related to 
rural schools and issues related to specific rural populations” (NREA, 2017). While much of the 
focus of the NREA is on rural K-12 districts, college and career readiness/postsecondary 
preparation is among the organization’s 10 research priorities. Furthermore, the organization is 
dedicated to educational equity throughout the educational pipeline for rural populations thus 
having significant relevance to the study of rural collegians. In 2017, the NREA partnered with 
Battelle for Kids to host the annual 2017 Rural Education National Forum and 109th NREA 
Convention and Research Symposium at The Ohio State University (NREA, 2017).  
Rural Community College Alliance. The Rural Community College Alliance (RCCA), 
a partner of the NREA, serves as “the primary advocacy organization for America’s 600 rural 
community and tribal colleges and 3.4 million students” (RCCA, 2017). With community 
colleges serving the majority of rural students seeking postsecondary education, these publicly 
controlled rural community college districts represent 64% of all districts and serve 3.4 million 
students. The RCCA supports its member colleges that “deliver general education for 
Associate’s Degrees for transfer, short-term non-credit workforce training for currently 
employed and dislocated workers, and for-credit first-certificate and Associate’s Degree 
programs of 18 to 24 months in length in technical areas that include nursing, engineering 
technology, allied health, and manufacturing technology tied to local and regional employer 
needs. They deliver non-credit computer literacy and proudly serve as regional cultural centers 
for the fine arts. With hospitals, they are rural America’s most important regional intermediaries 
for sustainable development. Strong, viable rural community and tribal colleges help to create 
strong, vibrant, innovative rural communities and regions” (RCCA, 2017). 
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Education Policy Center at the University of Alabama. The Education Policy Center 
at the University of Alabama, under the direction of Dr. Stephen Katsinas, identifies rural 
community colleges as one of four interrelated areas of research. Additional areas include public 
higher education access and finance, college completion, and Pell grants. As a part of fulfilling 
the role of RCCA’s research arm, the Center hosts the RCCA’s website. The Center assisted the 
RCCA in advocating for the inclusion of rural community colleges in the Agricultural Act of 
2014 marking the first time that the Secretary of Agriculture has been designated to work 
specifically with rural community, technical, and tribal colleges to advance regional 
development and innovation in rural communities (Education Policy Center at the University of 
Alabama, 2017).  
National Research Center on Rural Education Support at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill. Hosted by the School of Education at the University of North Carolina 
at Chapel Hill and established by a five-year 17.2 million dollar grant from the Institute of 
Education Sciences of the U. S. Department of Education, the National Research Center on Rural 
Education Support (NRCRES) “has become a national leader in improving education in the 
poorest rural schools” (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Education, 2017). 
Research has been conducted in almost 1,000 rural school districts in 46 states. Within the 
context of the grant, Dr. Judith Meece served as the Principal Investigator on The High School 
Aspirations and Resources project funded from 2004-2009. This national survey of various 
stakeholder groups from rural high schools has contributed significantly to research on rural 
collegians to “provide important information regarding plans and preparation of rural youth for 
the postsecondary transition to education, work or community life” (University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Education, 2017). 
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Rural School and Community Trust. The Rural School and Community Trust is a 
national nonprofit organization that provides services to improve educational quality in rural 
schools as well as serves as a resource and advocate for rural populations at the state and national 
levels. Initiatives include a Capacity Building Program to support grassroots efforts toward 
school reform in rural communities as well as a Public Policy Program with four objectives 
including “(1) to articulate education policy issues from a rural community perspective; (2) to 
legitimize that perspective in national and state policy deliberation; (3) to inform and develop a 
rural community constituency for education policy reform; (4) to organize and engage that 
constituency in public policy deliberation” (Rural School and Community Trust, 2016). 
Publications include a monthly newsletter and Why Rural Matters, a biennial view of rural 
education in the 50 states, and other special reports (Rural School and Community Trust, 2016). 
 The success of advocacy efforts by the Rural Community College Alliance has resulted 
in the adoption of language addressing rural community colleges in the 2014 Farm Bill signed 
under the Obama administration. This marked the first time in national history that this Bill has 
mentioned institutions other than land grants (Bennett, 2014; Education Policy Center at the 
University of Alabama, 2017). Current public policy goals associated with supporting 
postsecondary participation and completion for rural populations include advancing college 
preparation efforts for rural students and supporting rural community colleges by addressing 
funding inequities. 
Prior to further detailing public policy goals arising out of the research and advocacy of 
the identified organizations, the challenges of defining rural warrant attention. Regional 
differences in rural communities and the lack of a consistent federal definition have created 
challenges in the implementation of national policies that effectively support rural populations 
37 
 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010). Arnold et al. (2007) identified six different federal 
definitions for rural educational contexts. This inconsistency has resulted in challenges for 
educational researchers and policymakers alike. In pursuit of policy reform and support for rural 
students, it is imperative to understand these definitions and the diverse context of rural America 
(Alliance for Excellent Education, 2010).  
For rural community colleges, funding challenges exist at all potential levels of support. 
State funding formulas and systems can create inequalities in allocating financial resources to 
these institutions (Cejda, 2007; Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007; Gillet-Karam, 1995; Pennington, 
Williams, & Karvonen, 2006). Lacking economies of scale in areas with lower populations and 
economic decline, rural institutions are especially impacted by inadequate state and local support 
(Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007; Katsinas, Malley, & Warner, 2016). The trend in reduced state 
appropriations and shortfalls in Pell Grant funding at the federal level have severely affected 
rural community colleges (Katsinas, Malley, & Warner, 2016). While all public community 
colleges have been fiscally strained since the Great Recession, nearly all state community college 
leaders nationwide predict that their rural community colleges will experience the greatest fiscal 
strain (Katsinas et al., 2016). 
Beyond state funding sources, rural communities and the colleges that serve them have 
received minimal attention and support from the federal government and philanthropic efforts as 
compared to their urban or suburban counterparts. While federal policy might create short-term 
advantages for individuals in rural areas, rural communities are disadvantaged in the long-term 
exacerbating an already uneven playing field (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007). As it relates to this 
chronic underfunding of community colleges serving disadvantaged communities in rural areas, 
Fluharty and Scaggs (2007) describe “increasingly fragile institutions serving increasingly fragile 
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communities” (p. 19). The invisibility of rural community colleges in federal policy provided a 
primary impetus for the founding of the RCCA (RCCA, 2017). 
Even if advances in the availability of federal or philanthropic grants were made, 
applying for and managing them is a challenge for rural community colleges given human 
resource constraints (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007; Kennamer & Katsinas, 2011; Pennington et al., 
2006). This is evidenced by the most common complaint of top administrators at ten Kansas 
rural community colleges being the institution’s inability to employ a single full-time person to 
oversee institutional grants. In the absence of this position, grant-writing becomes disjointed and 
inefficient leading to less competitive applications as well as challenges in meeting the 
accountability requirements that accompany these funding opportunities (Pennington et al., 
2006). This lack of competitiveness becomes especially problematic as many funding 
opportunities encourage competition versus collaboration on a regional level (Fluharty & Scaggs, 
2007). 
Financial challenges can also shape program offerings at rural community colleges. 
Transfer curriculum can be more cost efficient than technical programs, however, students on the 
transfer pathway have a tendency to leave the community (Murray, 2007). Furthermore, 
academic preparation for transfer and skilled occupations are increasingly requiring similar 
preparation (Blanchard, Casados, & Sheski, 2009). Pennington et al. (2006) find the implications 
of these factors have resulted in a shift from a focus on transfer education to one on local 
workforce needs and economic development. This reality is shaping the need to integrate 
academic and traditionally vocational programs of study requiring rural community colleges to 
“become masters of the art” (p. 23) of multi-tasking (Blanchard et al., 2009).  
39 
 
This chapter summarized relevant literature to provide insight into the unique aspects of 
rural students as it relates to the context of higher education. This review of research addressed 
rural student access and attainment within the sociology of higher education literature as well as 
identified overarching themes in the research on rural students, theoretical frameworks of college 
choice, and prominent leaders in research and advocacy related to advancing educational 
opportunity for rural populations. The next chapter will detail the research methods applied to 
the dissertation study. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
Grew up in a small town 
And when the rain would fall down 
I'd just stare out my window 
Dreamin' of what could be 
And if I'd end up happy 
I would pray 
-Benenate, Gerrard, & Lavigne, 2004 
 
This chapter includes an outline of the research methods applied to the study. First, the 
purpose of the study is reviewed including the individual research questions. Next, the 
phenomenological methodology used in this dissertation study is discussed as well as the case 
study design applied within this methodological approach. This is followed by a description of 
the process applied to identifying a research site and recruiting participants. Data sources, 
instruments, and analysis relative to the study are then detailed and followed by a discussion of 
reliability and validity.  
Research Approach 
The purpose of this dissertation study was to explore the influence of a rural community 
context on perceptions of college and career readiness among graduating high school seniors. 
The following research questions were developed based on a review of existing literature and my 
goal of furthering research on supporting rural students in postsecondary education:  
RQ1: How do rural high school seniors determine and define the opportunities accessible to them 
as they transition from high school? 
RQ2: What influences decision-making for rural high school seniors’ next steps? 
RQ3: How do rural high school seniors perceive their level of preparedness for the transition into 
their identified next step? 
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This study was suited to qualitative methodology as it is primarily concerned with 
understanding the meaning individuals have constructed in a specific context (Merriam, 1998). 
According to Merriam (1998), the interpretive orientation to qualitative educational research 
considers education as a process and school “a lived experience” (p. 4). This interpretive 
framework applied in this study embraces the philosophical assumption of social constructivism 
wherein multiple realities exist. Individuals socially create their own realities through their lived 
experiences. Thus, this required the study to be naturalistic, occurring in the identified context, 
and the collection of descriptive data to be analyzed toward understanding the process of 
meaning making of participants (Bogdan & Biklen, 2016; Merriam, 1998).  
Phenomenological Study 
A phenomenological methodology was applied to this dissertation study to understand 
the phenomenon of college and career readiness in a rural environment. This methodology was 
selected for relevancy to answering my research questions. Rooted in philosophy, “a 
phenomenological study describes the common meaning for several individuals of their lived 
experiences of a concept or phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76). While there are varying 
perspectives on contemporary applications of phenomenology, common philosophical 
assumptions include studying people’s lived experiences, considered conscious, and capturing 
the “essence” of the experience (Creswell, 2013). The “essence” captured from a 
phenomenological study assumes a shared experience among multiple individuals experiencing 
the phenomenon under study (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 1998). Creswell (2013) suggests three to 
fifteen individuals comprise a phenomenological study. Employing this phenomenological 
methodology allowed me to understand how a group of students in one rural school context 
experiences the phenomenon of college and career readiness. 
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Within phenomenological studies, researchers are advised to bracket, or set aside, their 
own experiences with the phenomenon under study. While challenging to accomplish, 
researchers can describe their own experiences and set them aside to understand the experiences 
of others from a fresh perspective (Creswell, 2013). As part of bracketing, my own experiences 
are described later in this chapter under reflexivity and role of the researcher. While I bracketed 
my own judgments during my interactions with participants, I did share that I also had attended 
and graduated from a nearby rural school district in order to build rapport and credibility. This 
bracketing was a particularly important tool as a researcher given that I conducted the study in 
such close proximity to where I graduated. The process of bracketing allowed me to reflect on 
my own emotions associated with the study and the tensions that I have experienced navigating 
between rural communities and higher education institutions. 
Research Design 
Given the centrality of context, I selected a phenomenological approach that incorporated 
a case study design (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 1995). Within the phenomenological paradigm, 
Stake has argued that “case study is not a methodological choice, but a choice of what is to be 
studied” (Stake, 2000, p. 435). More specifically, a single instrumental case study design 
prioritizes study of a specific issue over the case itself (Stake, 1995; Stake, 2000). Instrumental 
case studies have value for giving insight into how a phenomenon exists within a specific case 
(Stake, 2000). In contrast, Yin’s (1993) described approach to case studies is establishing 
causality and not for the purposes of exploration or description. The clear boundaries that can be 
drawn between the phenomenon under study and the context in which this case is situated further 
disconnect this study from Yin’s (1993) definition of case study research.  
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This study prioritized the study of college and career readiness over the case that is 
bounded to one graduating senior class in a public, Midwest rural high school. Thus, applying 
case study design as described by Stake (1995; 2000) is a means by which to explore and 
describe the phenomenon of college and career readiness in a rural context. This design is well 
suited for application of the Ecological Model of College Readiness theoretical framework to 
understand how a group of individuals experiences the phenomenon of college and career 
readiness in a geographically bound context. This unit of analysis serves to “fence in” what will 
be studied which has been identified as the “single most defining characteristic of case study 
research” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 38). This research design has value toward understanding 
how knowledge is constructed within a case (Stake, 2000). This establishes further relevance to 
the ecological framework that accounts for the multiple layers of influence for individuals in a 
given environmental context. 
Site Selection 
The research site, assigned the pseudonym of Randall school district in the community of 
Randall to protect the confidentiality of participants, was selected by meeting a three-pronged 
definition of rural. First, the district was assigned the most rural locale code category from the 
National Center for Education Statistics. This locale code of 43 or Rural, Remote is a “Census-
defined rural territory that is more than 25 miles from an urbanized area and is also more than 10 
miles from an urban cluster” (NCES, n.d.). Second, the county in which the district is located 
met the definition of rural for the U.S. Department of Health & Human Services, Federal Office 
of Rural Health Policy (2010). Finally, the district fed into a community college district 
comprised entirely of rural counties also meeting this federal definition.  
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The district was also selected given my “insider” status that I suspected would be 
advantageous in establishing credibility and gaining access to participants. I grew up near where 
the district is located and graduated from a neighboring high school. In true small town fashion, 
my step-dad connected me with the community police chief. The police chief then provided 
contact information for the school principal, assigned the pseudonym of Mr. Timmon. Prior to 
contacting him, I met with the Bureau of Educational Research in the College of Education to 
discuss the requirements of conducting research in a PK-12 context. Following this discussion, I 
requested and subsequently received permission from Mr. Timmon to conduct the study. 
Following this approval, I attended a school board meeting to introduce myself and share 
information about the study. 
Randall school district is a public PK-12 district located in the rural Midwest in the town 
of Randall. This community is situated 14 miles from a regional, public state university assigned 
the pseudonym of Regional U. It is 28 miles from a public community college, assigned the 
pseudonym of Rural Creek Community College. The district incorporates two school buildings 
and enrolls 222 students, 110 of those students at the high school. The student/teacher ratio is 
11.38. The district has no identified ELL learners and 27 students with IEPs (NCES, 2017). The 
county in which the district is located is 98% White and 1.2% Hispanic or Latino. Eighteen 
percent of adults in the county 25 and older have earned a Bachelor’s degree or higher. The 
county’s median household income is $46,440 with 13.6% of the population identified as 
persons in poverty (U.S. Census Bureau, 2016). 
The state in which the district is located is one of four states to experience a decrease of 
five percent or more in total enrollment at degree-granting postsecondary institutions (National 
Center for Education Statistics, 2016). Furthermore, the Why Rural Matters report rates 
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addressing educational policy as crucial for this state and addressing inequity in educational 
outcomes as critical as it relates to serving rural residents of the state making this larger context 
particularly relevant (Showalter et al., 2017). In efforts to support college preparation for rural 
students in the state, a new initiative piloting online AP courses at select rural high schools was 
implemented. The site selected for the case study was not part of this pilot program.  
Data Sources and Instruments 
Multiple forms of data were collected to answer the research questions. The primary form 
of data collection included semi-structured interviews with consenting members of the senior 
class. Student interpretations of their experiences are of key interest in exploring the issue of 
college and career readiness in this specific context with interviews identified as a key 
component of conducting case study research (Stake, 1995). Additional data collected included 
interview participant demographic data, observational data from the interview recruitment 
meeting and the graduation ceremony, an informal interview with the district principal and 
relevant documents including the district handbook and information from identified 
postsecondary partners.  
Interview Participants 
 Interview participants were recruited from the Class of 2018, with seventeen individuals 
identified by the district as eligible for participation in the study. The principal provided a listing 
of students and access to the students in the form of a face-to-face recruitment meeting. 
Following this meeting, recruitment flyers with researcher contact information (Appendix A), a 




Interview participants received a $15 gift certificate to the local gas station. Fifteen 
students consented and participated in a single individual interview. With the approval of the 
principal and teachers, interviews were held in a private office space at the school during the 
regularly scheduled school day. While these interviews were guided by a protocol informed by 
Schlossberg’s Transition Theory and the Ecological Model of College Readiness (see Appendix 
D), they were conversational in nature and focused on how participants made decisions about 
and perceived preparedness for life after high school. 
Interviews were conducted in April and May of 2018 lasting an average of approximately 
30 minutes. All interview participants completed a demographics questionnaire informed by the 
applied definition of college and career readiness (see Appendix E). Nine of the 15 participants 
responded to one of two requests for a follow-up contact and notes were recorded either of the 
conversations that occurred, electronically or via phone, in July and August of 2018 (see 
Appendix F). With participant consent, interviews were audio recorded. Interview participant 
demographic information and plans after high school are summarized in Table 3.1 under 
pseudonyms to maintain the confidentiality of the participants.  
While two of the graduates did not participate in an interview, a saturation point was 
reached early in the data collection process given the prominence of the community college and 
consistent descriptions of high school preparation experiences. As I collected data, I learned that 
the two interview non-participants included one male student entering military service with 
aspirations for college and one female student attending community college. During my time at 
the school conducting interviews, I also learned that the male student was an expectant father. 
His classmates had organized a baby shower for him at the school on one of the dates I was there 
for interviews.  
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Table 3.1 Interview Participant Demographic Information and Plans 
Allen White, Male Attending for-profit technical 
college (HVAC) 
Becky White, Female Attending community college 
(Elementary Education) 
Chelsea White, Female Unsure 
Dan White, Male Attending community college 
(Teaching, Radio 
Broadcasting) 
Elise White, Female Attending community college 
(Nursing, Teaching) 
Faye Hispanic/Latino, Female  Attending community college 
(Business, Accounting) 
Gail White, Female Attending community college 
(Nursing) 
Henry White, Male Attending community college 
(Pre-Med) 
Ingrid White, Female Attending community college 
(Nursing) 
Jackson White, Male Entering the workforce 
(Heavy Equipment Operator) 
Kelsey White, Female Attending a college (Sports 
Management) 
Lisa Two or more races 
(Hispanic/White), Female 
Attending community college 
(Graphic Design) 
Marissa White, Female Attending a four-year 
university (Global Business) 
Nick White, Male Attending a four-year 
university (Engineering) 
Oliver White, Male Attending community college 




Interviews were transcribed using Rev, a transcription service with pseudonyms assigned 
to all participants. Transcriptions were reviewed for accuracy by listening to each interview 
while reading the transcription. Following this review for accuracy, summary notes were 
recorded on interview summary sheets as described by Huberman (1984) and included notes 
from any follow-up communication with participants as part of the member checking process. 
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These notes were later recorded as memos attached to individual interview transcripts toward 
data analysis (See Appendix G).  
Field notes were typed up from site visits that occurred outside of the interviews. These 
included an informal interview with the district principal, the participant recruitment meeting, 
and the graduation ceremony. Field notes included a separate column for any researcher 
reflections from these interaction experiences. Documents that were collected for analysis 
included the school district handbook and websites for dual credit opportunities referenced by 
student participants and the principal at two nearby postsecondary institutions. For the nearby 
regional, public university a web search for information resulted in an article from the campus 
newspaper detailing dual credit. For the district community college, a web search resulted in a 
detailed dual credit website with specific information for each district high school. 
Documents were then uploaded into Dedoose, a password protected web platform 
designed to support qualitative research data analysis. Informed by the Ecological Model of 
College Readiness, a coding framework was created relative to each research question to guide 
thematic analysis (see Appendix H). This thematic analysis was applied to understand the 
context of the case across data sources and identify patterns (Creswell, 2013; Stake, 2000). These 
patterns were interpreted within the guiding theoretical frameworks to address the research 
questions. This led to the development of assertions about the case (Stake, 2000) that can further 
our understanding of the larger phenomenon of college and career readiness within a rural 
context, or microsystem.  
Validity and Reliability 
While the epistemological context of constructivism subscribed to by most qualitative 
researchers posits that there are multiple perspectives, the ethics of research require us to 
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“minimize misrepresentation and misunderstanding” (Stake, 1995, p. 109). There has been much 
attention given to these issues of validity and reliability in qualitative research (Creswell, 2013). 
Regardless of the terms applied, Creswell (2013) posits that at least two of eight identified 
strategies be implemented in a given study toward validity. Strategies employed in this 
dissertation study included triangulation of various data sources, the clarification of any 
researcher bias in the following reflexivity section, engaging participants in member checking, 
and peer debriefing (Creswell, 2013). Member checking included checks for accuracy at the 
individual interview level and the summarized group experience to capture the “essence” of the 
phenomenon under study in the given context.    
Reflexivity and the role of the researcher 
Due to the interpretive nature of qualitative research, it is important for researchers to 
position themselves within the research (Creswell, 2013). Stake (1995) identifies multiple case 
researcher roles including teacher, advocate, evaluator, biographer, and interpreter. Given these 
often overlapping roles, it is important to acknowledge that my interest in studying rural 
populations is very personal to my own experience. With the exception of kindergarten, I 
attended a rural, public school district located near the site selected for the study.  
After my parents divorced and remarried when I was very young, I spent my time 
growing up in two rural communities approximately 70 miles apart. Applying the definitions of 
rurality identified for this study, one of these communities where I have chosen to live and raise 
my own family is located in a non-rural county that includes a public community college and a 
private college. The other community, where I lived most of the time and attended public school, 
is located in a rural county with no colleges located within it. My graduating class included 36 
individuals with a total high school enrollment of approximately 120 students.  
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Within my two immediate families, I am the only one that went directly from high school 
to a four-year institution and was retained to graduation. My dad, a sixth-generation Irish farmer, 
and step-mom, never attended college. My step-mom entered the workforce immediately 
following high school and spent much of her life as a homemaker. My two siblings on that side 
had periods of stopping out and both attended community colleges at some point. By their late 
twenties, my brother had earned a bachelor’s degree and my sister had completed her associate 
degree in nursing.  
My step-dad was drafted and served in Vietnam using the GI Bill to be the first and only 
in his immediate family to attend or graduate college. He attended a community college and two 
public state universities reaching the level of a Master’s degree. Following high school, my 
grandparents sent my mom to a finishing school for women. Within a year, my mom returned 
home and married my dad. She spent time as a homemaker and enrolled in community college 
later in life when my step-dad lost his job. Influenced by caring for a severely asthmatic daughter 
(me), she earned her associate degree in respiratory therapy as a non-traditional student. My 
brother on that side voluntarily entered military service at the age of 17. After high school, he 
attended community college where his studies were interrupted when he was deployed overseas 
to serve in Operation Iraqi Freedom. He returned to community college and transferred to a 
private university out of state to complete his bachelor’s degree. 
Within the literature on rural populations and in conducting my dissertation research, I 
found connections between the case and my own lived experiences. As a high school student, I 
perceived that I was in AP or “honors” courses, but I was not. In such a small class, I now 
understand that the two tracks were essentially divided up between who was perceived to be 
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“college bound” and who was not. I did not have opportunities to participate in AP courses or 
dual credit. My high school did, however, provide opportunities to participate in work-study. 
As a first-year student at a large, public state university, I took the advice of a peer one 
year ahead of me and joined a learning community. For me, this made a tremendous difference. 
In my mind, my learning community of approximately 30 students interested in the same 
academic major was my “class” and eased the transition. Throughout my first year, we took 
general education classes together and met regularly outside of that to get to know one another 
and learn about college resources. Given our common academic interests, a number of us also 
became involved in the same student organizations and studied together that first year.  
Throughout my undergraduate years, I also came to understand the ways in which being a 
rural student made my experiences different in a place that felt dominated by suburban students 
that could not fathom a high school of 120 students with no football team and an annual “drive 
your tractor to school day.” Growing up and living in rural communities, attending public 
colleges, and career experiences in the community college sector have influenced my own 
values. These are important acknowledgements as I have conducted my dissertation research at a 
site with which I am very personally familiar.  
This chapter outlined the research methods applied to the dissertation study including the 
stated purpose of the study and guiding research questions as well as a discussion of the 
phenomenological methodological approach with a case study design. The process of selecting a 
research site and participants was described followed by the details of data sources, instruments, 
and analysis. Finally, reliability and validity of the study were discussed including addressing 




CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
First things first 
I'ma say all the words inside my head 
I'm fired up and tired of the way that things have been, oh ooh 
The way that things have been, oh ooh 
Second thing second 
Don't you tell me what you think that I can be 
I'm the one at the sail, I'm the master of my sea, oh ooh 
The master of my sea, oh ooh 
-Fredriksson et al., 2017 
 
 The findings from interviews, observations, and document reviews are described in this 
chapter and address the following research questions:  
RQ1: How do rural high school seniors determine and define the opportunities accessible 
to them as they transition from high school? 
RQ2: What influences decision-making for rural high school seniors next steps? 
RQ3: How do rural high school seniors perceive their level of preparedness for the 
transition into their identified next step? 
A thematic analysis of data within the Ecological Model of College Readiness identified 
that accessible opportunities were largely perceived within the local context through the 
community college; school and family were the most prominent influencers within the 
microsystem; and individuals demonstrated significant levels of self-efficacy toward individual 
academic preparation, academic habits, and college knowledge. Consistent with Perna’s (2006) 
Nested Model of College Choice, the habitus associated with a rural microsystem highly 
influenced an individual’s assessment of the costs and benefits associated with postsecondary 
education that guided decision-making. This habitus was influenced both by limited economic 
opportunities in the local area and the overlap between school and community that created a 
strong sense of support.   
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Perceptions of Opportunity 
In determining and defining accessible opportunities, all but one graduating member of 
the class reported immediate aspirations for education, training, or military service after high 
school. For interview participants, this was influenced by perceptions of limited economic and 
career opportunities without such education or training, especially in the local area. As Becky 
explained, “Just people who graduate from here and don’t to college and working at fast food. I 
knew I didn’t want to be that person.” In terms of pursuing education or training, the local 
context was perceived as most accessible as Jackson described, “Local colleges because that’s 
really all they have to pick from as rural schools…’cause bigger schools are usually around 
bigger cities.” 
Within the graduating class, ten of fourteen students entering postsecondary education 
had decided to start at the community college. An additional three students had been or were still 
considering the community college. Allen perceived better work opportunities through the 
certifications offered from a trade school and had secured a financial aid package to attend there 
in lieu of starting at the community college. Jackson identified the community college as a back-
up plan in the event that he was not accepted into the apprenticeship program that “seemed like a 
more attractive route to me to get into the workforce as soon as possible and start making 
money.” Awaiting the end of softball season and final athletic scholarship offers to ultimately 
decide where to start; Kelsey named the community college as a likely possibility given that she 
had already been offered an athletic scholarship there. 
The only two students in the class with commitments to enter postsecondary education 
via a four-year institution included the class valedictorian and salutatorian. Notably, both of 
these students had considered joining the military after high school but concluded that going to 
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college first would give them more career options within the military. Nick, the salutatorian, 
explained that his decision is not the norm in his class, “The fact that I chose not to go to a 
community college is different than what most people would think, but seeing that I’m at the top 
of my class, I guess it’s more expected.” He had been accepted into multiple selective Midwest 
research-intensive institutions, but ultimately decided on the state’s land-grant institution 
because he was receiving a full tuition waiver. For Marissa, the valedictorian, connecting with 
ROTC at the nearby regional university had expanded her sense of opportunity and led to her to 
choose to participate in that program at a private, religiously affiliated university located out of 
state.  
The one student that had made the decision not to purse education or training following 
graduation, Chelsea, shared that her parents had not gone to college and were doing “very, very 
well…so college isn’t necessarily a necessity.” She had even written an essay for English class 
on “how you basically didn’t have to go to college” citing information she found on “the 
percentages of people dropping out…people who change their majors…people who wish that 
they’d took a year off, and could change their mind.” However, she described why her parents 
had moved from the local area to a larger community in another state seeking better 
opportunities: 
I feel like if you don’t have plans, if you’re not going to college after high school, and 
you’re not serious about it, or you don’t have bigger plans, once you’re here you kind of 
stay…my parents, for example. They didn’t go to college. They didn’t choose to go 
anywhere else. My mom worked at the gas station, or Walmart, or Rural King. Then my 
dad farmed…as a kid, it’s fun, and you don’t mind it. But then for them, they hated 
it…They hated being in a small town, and everyone knowing their business. So they felt 
stuck, so that’s why they left. 
 
Chelsea originally moved with her parents and spent her first two years of high school at 
a larger school district in another state. However, she missed the small town environment so she 
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returned to live with her grandparents, for whom she was also a caregiver. As she spoke, she 
relayed the tension that she felt between staying in the local area and moving to one of two larger 
communities in two different states, either near her parents or her boyfriend. She also recognized 
that given her decision not to pursue college, moving to a larger community would provide her 
with more career options and articulated interest in travel agencies or as a flight attendant. In our 
follow-up communication, I learned that she and her boyfriend had broken up and she had 
decided to stay in the local area and had applied for waitressing jobs. 
Familiarity. There was value in the familiar when participants described the process of 
determining and defining accessible opportunity. Repeatedly, students’ career and educational 
aspirations followed in the footsteps of family members with serious consideration given only to 
those institutions with which there was a perceived sense of familiarity. That familiar 
relationship was most prominently described as existing with the district community college. As 
Henry explained, “a lot of people I’m sure are going to choose [community college] because it’s 
relatively small compared to big colleges, so they’ll feel more at home.” Ingrid highlighted the 
contrasting feelings about the community college versus a university,  
I feel like living in a rural area, I don’t like…going to big places kind of gives me 
anxiety. Going to community college already is nervous enough, and it’s a pretty small 
college. So if I went to a university, I’d definitely be lost. 
  
Despite attending community college, interview participants identified the location of Regional 
U, as a place to live while attending college given their familiarity with it. Dan explained, 
“people who live in Randall, a lot of them have jobs in [town]. They’re really familiar with 
[town], so it’s not uncommon for them to go to [town].” 
When participants mentioned interest in institutions outside of their local context and 
were asked what would have made them serious considerations, responses highlighted the 
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importance of familiarity and perceptions that these institutions were out of reach. Faye disclosed 
in our interview that she had never told anyone else that she had some interest in [out of state 
research university], which she described as a “huge school.” When I asked her why she didn’t 
pursue this interest and what might have influenced her to do so, she said,  
It’s a school for smarter kids, I would think…maybe if someone I knew went there, and 
they were like…they could give me some actual feedback on how the school year went 
and if it was super crazy and hard to do. 
 
There was a level of familiarity with the state’s land-grant institution in terms of 
participants naming it throughout interviews, but it was still perceived to be far away. As Oliver 
stated, “we are located near a semi-major college slash university, Regional U, and from there 
there’s kind of a network from Regional U to Rural Creek to possibly [state land-grant 
institution], if you want to go that far.” Lisa described interest in not only the state’s land-grant 
institution, but also another out of state research university,  
With [state land-grant institution]…when people graduate here, that was like a main 
place people went. I just like [out of state research university], that’s the only reason I 
thought [out of state research university]. But a lot people went to [state land-grant 
institution], so I was like, ‘well, that’s like a bigger college that I could possibly think 
about’…I just applied but I didn’t really…I ended up choosing for just Rural Creek, 
instead of going further away. 
 
Athletic participation. Athletic participation was identified as a factor in relation to 
exploring higher education institutions, especially outside of the local context. However, this is 
perceived as very competitive and dismissed easily by the below participants, 
I listed [out of state research university] because I’m like, ‘oh I’m going to do football.’ 
It’s difficult to get into a football scholarship. It’s not easy at all. So I shut it down very 
quickly, that’s why I didn’t mention it because it was literally a thought for a couple 
months then I’m like, nope, there’s no way. - Henry 
 
If I were to go anywhere, it was [out of state research university]…[their] softball 
program is super, super, super hard to get into, because they’re usually booked up by the 
beginning of senior year unless they make a cut, if they see somebody better…[it] would 
probably be a school that I would go to if I didn’t have softball because they have a lot of 
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programs…it would be more of the money situation…if I didn’t have a scholarship, it’d 
be pretty pricey. [It] would probably be a college that would be worth it, I would say, 
because it’s just a really good college altogether. -Kelsey 
 
I’ve been playing sports since I could remember…that was also a big factor with going to 
college. I’d always be like, oh I’m going to get a scholarship to go play 
somewhere…after thinking about it, I’m being realistic with myself that I’m probably not 
that good to get a volleyball scholarship. -Chelsea 
 
Postsecondary relationships. The distinctive familiarity that existed with the community 
college was identified as resulting from repeated exposure and personal interactions with the 
community college campus itself, as well as staff members, and from family members’ 
experiences as students. Mr. Timmon articulated that he finds value in Rural Creek and he thinks 
the “kids” do too noted this relationship. This tone of familiarity is also evident on the college’s 
dual credit website. Dual credit is described as a “partnership” and offered in the familiar 
environment of the “high school classroom during the regular high school day.” Two college 
staff members are listed with each assigned specific high schools and make frequent visits as 
noted by Henry, 
They [community college] hardcore go to rural schools, they love it. That’s where the 
majority of their enrollment comes from for sure. They target the smaller schools and 
they’re not too expensive and they always bring up the whole small class size.  
 
In contrast, while Regional U was named throughout interviews in relation to 
postsecondary opportunities and was a provider of dual credit opportunity, it was not associated 
with the same level of familiarity. Mr. Timmon believed that Regional U’s interest in dual credit 
was driven by low enrollments at the college and mentioned his experiences with their dual 
credit program as “a mess.” At the time of the study, the only information that resulted from an 
Internet search on dual credit courses offered from the institution was a school newspaper article 
in which the articulated goal of dual credit was to “recruit students by using dual credit classes 
taught in both regional and non-regional high schools.” The article noted that dual credit classes 
58 
 
would cost half of what the course would be on campus and that “the university still made a ‘nice 
piece of change.’”  
Influencers 
School and family were identified as most influential within the microsystem as defined 
within the Ecological Model of College Readiness (Arnold et al., 2012). These influencers not 
only established the norms, roles and opportunities critical to the college preparation process 
(Arnold et al., 2012), but were also identified as primary sources of support for the anticipated 
transition out of high school. Thus, the school and community context encompassed within the 
second contextual layer of Perna’s (2006) Nested Model of College Choice are identified as 
highly influential in decisions associated with college choice in this study. 
School influencers. Valuing that which is familiar could be attributed to the familial 
environment that existed for students in Randall school district. This went beyond literal familial 
connections that were also mentioned by interview participants. This familial environment was 
evident in my very first visit to the school as the secretary interacted with individual students and 
called out to every student passing in the hallway at the end of the day by name. I also observed 
this at the graduation ceremony, which was highly personalized. Each graduate’s plans were 
announced and a slide show was incorporated that featured multiple pictures of each graduate 
throughout childhood and played to music that they personally selected. As valued members of 
the school family, recognition of family members of the graduates, school staff, and teachers 
were also part of the ceremony.  
There was a clear connection between the community and the school. At the graduation 




I don’t like asking for much, but if I had to, I would have tons of people that would help 
me. Including probably locally. I could probably ask a teacher and they would just 
because it’s Randall. It’s so small. Everybody knows each other. Everybody’s really good 
friends, so support system’s really good around here. 
 
While Mr. Timmon identified the strong ties between community and school as a 
challenge to what he perceived to be necessary consolidation of districts in the future, he also 
highlighted these relationships as a positive of being in a rural school. He has contact with every 
student every day. This is demonstrated in our first meeting when he pulls up a list of the 
graduating class, goes down the list of names, and without hesitation states each individual’s 
known aspirations after high school. Similar to Chelsea who returned to Randall after being 
away for two years, these familial relationships are what made a rural school experience 
preferable to a larger district for Jackson: 
I’ve been in a school that was more urban…I like the smaller school where everybody 
knows each other…I had really bad anxiety when I was younger. And being at a school 
with lots of kids and lots of noise didn’t help matters any. So for me, a smaller school is 
kinda a weight off your shoulders…that’s helped me a lot.  
 
Faye explained that these close relationships resulted in teachers having “a lot of influence” and 
Elise attributed individualized attention from teachers as the reason she had good grades. Beyond 
teachers, Chelsea found that with only one school building that included all grade levels, it was 
not just teachers and students but also knowing all students in all grades that was unique to the 
familial environment in a rural school.  
The familial nature of these relationships with teachers appeared to foster a sense of 
support, regardless of what students did after high school. Gail summarized the overall message 
of this, “the teachers here are really encouraging, they want you to do good and go to college and 
everything. But they leave it up to you, if you don’t want to go, you don’t have to go.” While 
participants referenced messaging associated with promoting and encouraging college 
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attendance, the sentiment that teachers will support you regardless of your decision was 
consistent. Elise described this as “[teachers] tell you it’s your choice…but they encourage you 
to do what you want…so it’s kind of like both ways with teachers” and “not once have I heard a 
teacher be like, oh no, you don’t want to do that, they just encourage you.”  
I reflected on the meaning of this familial support when I learned that one of the students 
that did not participate in an interview was an expectant father. When this student didn’t sign up 
for an interview, Mr. Timmon’s tone was reminiscent of a concerned family member as he stated 
that this student was under a lot of pressure and it would probably be good for him to talk to me. 
Later, a student informed me that this peer was actually her cousin and “everybody just came 
together, bought a bunch of diapers and wipes and stuff for him” and were hosting a shower for 
him at school that day.  
Within this familial environment, the established norm for more focused conversations 
with school influencers related to preparing for college and careers was identified as occurring in 
the junior and senior years. As part of the schedule planning process going into their junior year, 
students described receiving information on dual credit classes and online classes that could be 
completed independently. Students were also required to participate in job shadowing during the 
junior year, an experience that could be repeated throughout the remainder of high school. The 
senior year was marked with opportunities to participate in the work co-op program. 
Participants consistently discussed their job shadowing experiences throughout the 
individual interviews. Allen explained the reason for the school having this requirement as “to 
get us to know what we want to do, instead of us leaving here with no idea.” Experiences were to 
be set up independently by the student, but support was offered for those students that were 
having challenges identifying a person or place to job shadow. While some students had 
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opportunities to job shadow specific careers of interest, others described making adaptations. For 
Kelsey, “there’s not a lot of sports managers around here” so she job shadowed a coach. There 
was even more disconnect for Lisa as she described her experiences not finding a graphic 
designer and instead job shadowing “a bunch of secretaries.” Students interested in education or 
healthcare identified more consistent matching of opportunity, but challenges associated with 
healthcare led at least two students to job shadow a veterinarian instead. 
The school guidance counselor was identified as a valued source of information and 
support toward college and career readiness. Henry described her as “amazing…a very good 
resource for us here” and interview participants frequently named scholarship information that 
she provided as particularly important to them. This information was often delivered through a 
personal interaction with each student having a cubbyhole in the counselor’s office. She was also 
credited with assisting students in completing career assessments, researching colleges and 
careers, and setting up college visits. Kelsey articulates this general support: 
[Guidance counselor] is really good on keeping track of our college stuff. We all had a 
whole day where we just went and filled out FAFSA and stuff like that so that way she 
knew that people…I mean obviously you had to do your part at home too, but she would 
get us set up so they are really supportive of our careers, so we work on that stuff a lot, 
show kids what they need to do. 
 
 While students named several teachers that had positively influenced them throughout the 
interviews, there was one teacher in particular that was identified consistently as a resource 
toward developing college and career readiness. This teacher taught all but one dual credit course 
offered at the high school as well as the work co-op course. Ingrid described that she has “been 
there a lot for me and telling me what I should do to better myself in college.” Outside of being 
generally supportive and teaching courses that were valued by the students, this teacher had a 
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specific impact on the aspirations of two students. For Lisa, a consistent opportunity to learn 
from the teacher over time was highlighted as a positive of being in a small school environment: 
I don’t know how much I would be into Photo Shop and all those, if I didn’t take it with 
[teacher] because I like her so much…when you’re in bigger cities, there’s a whole bunch 
of teachers…and you might not get the same teacher every year. So I feel like that kind of 
blossomed my love of doing graphic design and all that. So I feel like if I wouldn’t like 
graphic design, I might not even want to go to college at all, because I don’t know what 
else I’d want to do.  
 
Faye, unsure of her own academic abilities in relation to others, felt encouraged to pursue 
accounting because this teacher thought she was “good at it.” This was particularly important for 
her as she questioned her own abilities in a small school:    
I don’t know if I’m smart or not compared to like a bigger school…there’s a 
valedictorian, salutatorian. They’re the smartest kids. It’s like all anyone really focuses 
on. But in bigger schools, there are a large group of smarter kids that are in like high 
honor classes and stuff like that. We don’t really have high honor classes besides dual 
credit, but anyone can take dual credit. 
 
  This uncertainty and lack of confidence is important within the context of a small 
graduating class given the influence of perceptions of individual ability that determined 
accessible opportunity. It was evident that some students perceived themselves to stand out and 
within the class, everyone knew who stood out. Academically, the valedictorian and salutatorian 
stood out. Out of these two students, Nick was the one to speak at graduation and the one I had 
learned the most about from others prior to his interview. During our interview, he articulated 
that he knew he stood out and perceived that there were “higher hopes for me to go do something 
better with my life.”  
Kelsey stood out for her athletic abilities and described what this meant in the context of 
athletics: 
…out of all these people, I got chosen. I stood out. That made my confidence go up a 
lot…It feels good also when the colleges are like, I want you, not them…As far as I 
know, I don’t think there’s anybody, since I have been in high school, that’s gotten a 
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scholarship to go anywhere, like full ride at least. There was a couple before I was in high 
school, but it’s not very common around here because we’re such a small school. There’s 
not a lot of people that get chosen to go.   
 
Individual feelings about leaving this familial environment were mixed. Some students 
expressed excitement to move on, others were saddened about leaving, and still others expressed 
a little bit of both. Regardless of individual feelings about being in this familial school 
environment and preparing to leave, it was felt by interview participants and observed 
throughout my visits to the school. 
Family influencers. Even for those individual interview participants that indicated any 
level of interest in leaving the local area for future college or career reasons, maintaining 
connections to family members was highly valued. Familiarity with colleges and careers that 
followed in the footsteps of parents and siblings were influential in career exposure and college 
decision-making. Interview participants consistently identified family members throughout 
interviews and provided context to family structures including support from grandparents, aunts 
and uncles, instances of divorce, stepparents, and the trajectories of older siblings. 
  Regardless of existing family needs, students articulated the importance of being 
available and accessible to family members. This was of real importance to Kelsey and Gail, 
both of whom were primarily supported by single fathers for which they expressed concerns 
associated with disability or aging. Chelsea and Jackson alluded to the unique position of already 
having had adult experiences before high school graduation. Jackson, whose preference was to 
enter the workforce via the apprenticeship program, described that he had to “grow up a little 
quicker than maybe I wish I could’ve…I got bills to pay.” He disclosed that even though it 
doesn’t happen often because his parents don’t like it, he helps to pay bills when he can resulting 
in him having to “juggle school and work.” Chelsea explained that since she had already left her 
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parents, graduating from high school was a different kind of transition for her than for many of 
her peers: 
I feel like most people after high school, they leave their parents, and they go off, and 
they do something. I feel like I’m already past that stuff because I left my junior year and 
came back here, and left my parents. I live with my grandparents, but they just let me 
make my own decisions. I feel like I’m already there, when it comes to that, other than I 
just don’t have my own apartment… 
 
Family members’ experiences, especially older siblings, with postsecondary institutions 
advanced college knowledge of interview participants. These were overwhelmingly within the 
local context of educational opportunity. Seven interview participants described the ways in 
which older siblings had mentored them through the college choice process and established a 
sense of familiarity with postsecondary institutions. As Lisa explained, “my brother went to 
Rural Creek and Regional U...I’m going to go with like what he does because he’s turned out 
good. The educational and career trajectories of parents were also influential on individual 
student aspirations and college choice. Two participants noted that even though their family 
members had not completed a credential at their chosen local institution, their experiences 
attending would be valuable assets. Ingrid’s identification of her mom as a resource illustrated 
this perceived value of attendance regardless of completion, “[she] went to Rural Creek for two 
years but she never actually got a degree in anything…she knows Rural Creek really well.” 
Similar to teachers, participants generally identified high levels of support from family members 
for attending college but also felt as though they would have the support of family regardless of 
what decision they made. The students articulated that their family members also valued 
institutions in close proximity to home and that were affordable. Once again, this led to strong 
support for starting at the community college. Combating any negative perceptions associated 
with community college, Oliver noted that his parents “have made sure to make it clear that 
65 
 
Rural Creek, although it doesn’t have the best rep just because it’s a community college and 
basically anyone gets in…it’s still a good option.” He identified these negative perceptions 
sometimes associated with the community college as inaccurate and identified attending there as 
a “valuable experience.” 
Perceptions of Preparedness 
Within this microsystem, individuals demonstrated significant levels of self-efficacy 
toward academic preparation, academic habits, and college knowledge. The presence or absence 
of opportunity within each of these areas influenced perceptions of individual self-efficacy. As 
individuals largely defined their aspirations with the local context, perceptions of self-efficacy 
influenced the determination of accessible opportunity.  
 Academic preparation. All interview participants answered in the affirmative that they 
had been offered opportunities to enroll in college classes during high school. However, 
responses to questions regarding opportunities to enroll in AP courses or in technical programs to 
develop skills toward specific occupations were mixed. Through Mr. Timmon and the 
interviews, I learned that the district did not offer AP courses. Interview participants could most 
readily discuss dual credit and describe coursework or training they pursued independently from 
a variety of providers.  
The district handbook incorporated dual credit into a section identified as “alternative 
education” (Randall School District, 2017, p. 18). According to the handbook, this section 
includes “different online opportunities for students” including Rural Creek Community College 
dual credit and [State] Virtual High School with students allowed to “complete for credit two 
classes prior to his/her senior year (Randall School District, 2017, p. 18).” While not identified in 
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the handbook, Mr. Timmon and interview participants relayed information on dual credit 
opportunities more recently provided by Regional U. 
 The [State] Virtual High School includes “online classes students may take that Randall 
does not offer. Students may also take these classes if there is a conflict with the master schedule 
(p. 18).” Students must have the approval of the Mr. Timmon to take these courses and pay for 
them prior to beginning the course with reimbursement processed if the student passes the 
course. However, students taking a class resulting from failing previous work are responsible for 
the costs of the class (Randall School District, 2017, p. 18). While Lisa could not recall the 
organizational affiliation of a course she took after failing Algebra 2, it is consistent with this 
opportunity identified in the handbook. She described her decision to take the course online over 
the summer: 
That was just for high school credit because I needed it…I wanted to take Algebra 2 
because I’d already took Algebra 1 and I already took geometry. Which I was pretty good 
at geometry, just not algebra. But they didn’t have another class really, unless I wanted to 
take like intro to…I don’t know what that class is called, but it’s like the class you take 
when you fail algebra…they don’t have it anymore, but they had it the year that I failed. I 
had an option to take that, but I was like, I’ll just take it over the summer so I’m not 
behind everybody. 
 
She noted that she felt like she was more successful taking it online; in large part because her 
Dad, a land surveyor by trade; served as a tutor for her. She was further motivated to pass the 
course because while her parents initially paid for it, she would have to pay them back if she did 
not pass. 
 Concerning dual credit, inconsistences were identified between document reviews and 
my interactions with individuals at the school. At the time of the study, dual credit opportunities 








Basic Nurse Assisting Rural Creek CC Regional CTE 
Consortium 
Dual Credit Fee 
Health Science 
Careers 
Rural Creek CC Regional CTE 
Consortium 
Dual Credit Fee 
Bio Science I Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Fundamentals of 
Accounting 
Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Computerized 
Accounting 
Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Advanced Software 
Applications 
Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Adobe Photoshop Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Web Page Design Rural Creek CC HS Teacher Dual Credit Fee 
Communication 
Studies 
Regional U College Faculty with 
support from HS 
Teacher 
50% of cost for 
taking on campus 
 
No formal requirements or documentation could be found for classes offered through 
Regional U outside of one article in the campus newspaper. While not evidenced in document 
reviews, Mr. Timmon identified Bio 101 as provided through Regional U. The Regional U dual 
credit model, consistent with the descriptions from Mr. Timmon and interview participants, 
involved a “a university faculty member” as the “instructor of record” with support provided by 
the high school teacher. Thus, the courses “would essentially be taught online.” However, as 
Henry described, there was at least one personal interaction with a Regional U professor for the 
Speech course:  
They actually had a professor from Regional U come in and talk to them. Then, they 
would record all their speeches and send it to him and he would grade it. That teacher up 
there, he was just a mediator and pass along information. 
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Mr. Timmon noted a challenge of this model having been that a Regional U faculty 
member issued “0” points to students on a date when the district had called a snow day. For Dan, 
dual credit through Regional U provided both challenge and support: 
I know that as soon as I got a [Regional U] library card when I enrolled in dual credit, I 
was kind of excited because I don’t have internet at home. Since I’ve never had internet 
at home, and for the longest time I didn’t have any unlimited internet on my phone, 
whenever I wanted to do stuff for colleges whether it be scholarships, turning in high 
school homework, working on dual credit, I either had to do it at school in spare time 
such as study hall, or I had to find a way to do it. I’ve honestly had times where I had to 
turn in a paper and I drove to Pizza Hut and sat in their parking lot on their Wi-Fi and 
typed a paper, sent it in, because my grades are important...With the availability of 
Regional U saying yeah, you can come in and use our library since you’re technically [a] 
Regional U student…I could use their computer lab, access to free printing, and it was 
really convenient and helped me a lot this year for their dual credit course. 
  
Rural Creek Community College (2018) required students to have a high school and 
college GPA of at least 2.0 to participate in dual credit. Since dual credit is defined as taught by a 
high school instructor in a high school classroom, it is unclear how the CTE consortium fits into 
this definition. The website that identified dual credit opportunities also differentiated between 
dual credit, dual enrollment, and AP credit (Rural Creek Community College, 2018). Dual 
enrollment was the only one of these terms that was not mentioned in conversations with 
interview participants or Mr. Timmon. Rural Creek Community College (2018) defined dual 
enrollment as a “college course taught by a Rural Creek College instructor in a nontraditional 
timeframe/location (online, on campus, at an extension center, during Zero Hour, etc.) with 
traditional tuition and fees being charged.” It is possible that in the forthcoming section of 
opportunities described outside of the scope of dual credit, students were actually participating in 
dual enrollment without defining it as such.  
The teacher most frequently and consistently referenced by interview participants that 
taught all but one of the dual credit courses offered at the high school affiliated with Rural Creek 
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was retiring at the end of the academic year. Both student interview participants and Mr. 
Timmon voiced concerns about the impact of her retirement. Mr. Timmon had not yet found 
someone to take her place and identified challenges associated with attracting and retaining 
qualified teachers as a limitation to expanding curricular offerings. He described that the Spanish 
teacher was “stolen” from them resulting in a reliance on Rosetta Stone to fill this gap. Mr. 
Timmon himself was leaving the district after only one year of employment. 
Limited curricular offerings were described as most impactful for students that perceived 
themselves as high academic achievers. Henry had “opted out of study hall since eighth grade” 
and taken extra classes to “be on an accelerated track” going into his freshman year. He “didn’t 
feel like there were as many opportunities as there should have been for those who are more 
advanced and faster.” He had successfully petitioned the school board to graduate early and 
transition to full-time student status at Rural Creek in what would have been his last semester of 
high school. He explained the process: 
I’m actually the first person to ever be able to do so from here. It was not easy at all. We 
went to the Board multiple times. I gave speeches, quote on quote, I just kind of stood up 
and told them what I was planning on doing and all that. They allowed it to go through, 
so they’re planning on implementing it into their constitutions [Board manual]. I’m kind 
of a test.   
  
The district handbook reflected this change with a section on early graduation identifying 
that “early graduation requests will be honored under extenuating circumstances” and not 
“routinely granted” with specific criteria outlined including the approval of the school board 
(Randall School District, 2017). While Nick was not graduating early, he identified similar 
challenges in the context of the limited curriculum and had advocated for and received support to 
fill the gaps via the community college. For him, this meant going to the school board for 
approval to miss class periods to drive to the community college for Calculus I and II since he 
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did not want to take them online. He explained, “Classes like calculus really need to be done in 
person” and identified himself as “a top student” that “had already taken all the math classes 
here.” While Mr. Timmon appreciated the need for this arrangement, he voiced concerns over 
student safety on the road during the school day, particularly during instances of bad weather.  
While Nick perceived that he would be behind his peers at the [state land-grant 
institution] and that he was “held back a little bit” in a small school district, the community 
college was identified as a significant resource toward academic preparation for his anticipated 
transition into this environment: 
Rural Creek has been my biggest resource since they’re a college…they’re the next step 
up from a high school, but they’re not the level of the [state land-grant institution], 
because [state land-grant institution] class sizes and everything is significantly larger, so 
the opportunity to take classes at Rural Creek has been helpful.  
 
Nick also noted that absent opportunities for engineering classes students in larger high schools 
might have had, he took “ag classes…that aren’t necessary for the field” but could have practical 
value for him in his career but perceived that he would “struggle more in the college aspect.”  
These two students were not the only ones to seek opportunity outside of what was 
arranged formally through these partnerships toward their academic preparation. Two 
participants described utilizing a regular class period to take an online course through Rural 
Creek. Outside of the regular school day, Ingrid had earned basic EMT certification at a local 
ambulance bay, Oliver took a Python class at Regional U, and Marissa completed two online 
courses through her selected university and another religiously affiliated institution. Lacking 
formal opportunities for learning, Nick disclosed that he had taught himself to code.  
As the only student pursuing an apprenticeship program, Jackson considered himself 
academically prepared to complete the required test on “basic math” and “graphic literacy.” 
While he had to travel to complete the test as part of his application to the heavy equipment 
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operator apprenticeship program, it was computerized. Despite not preparing, he described that it 
was not challenging for him: 
They gave you a website to go to that supposedly had a practice test but I could not find it 
for the life of me. Neither my dad or I could find the practice test. So we didn’t really 
prepare for it. But I felt that most of it was common sense…I passed them all. So, I didn’t 
think they were that hard. 
 
Interview participants moving into postsecondary education perceived that it would 
generally be more difficult than high school, but consistently identified dual credit as one way in 
which they had sought to prepare themselves. In addition to the opportunities sought out 
individually, these experiences were described as a way to familiarize individuals with what 
college might be like in terms of academic rigor and expectations, explore areas of interest, or 
accumulate general education credits.  
 Academic habits. Given the independent nature of online coursework and other 
experiences associated with preparing oneself academically toward college and career readiness, 
interview participants described many opportunities to develop academic habits. This was 
observed in my dissertation recruitment meeting held in the school library during the regular 
school day. Three female students were working independently at computers. It was evident that 
one of the students was completing some kind of course evaluation for a college class and asked 
her peer for advice as she was filling it out.  
However, interview participants frequently described the development of the skills 
associated with academic habits as obtained through balancing a job with being a high school 
student. For some of the participants, the school’s work co-op program was particularly valuable 
because not only it provided them with opportunities to work more hours, but also for a 
curriculum that built life skills encompassed within academic habits. While the work co-op 
program was not included in the district handbook, Allen described it as: 
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…a senior only program. You have to have a job before the school year starts, and you 
have to work at least ten hours a week…you have to have your credits to be able to 
graduate coming half days, but it allows you to come to school from 8 to…11:40. And, 
after that you get to leave, and you can either go to work from noon to whenever you 
want every day, and it just allows you to not be here all day…[the co-op class] just kind 
of helps with things that we’ll be needing in the future that we don’t necessarily need 
now, but it’s definitely the best class that I’ve taken in high school, because it’s allowed 
me to come half days, and it’s taught me things that I would’ve never known. 
 
I learned from work co-op participants that the course curriculum incorporated 
information on financial planning from Dave Ramsey, founder of Ramsey Solutions that 
“provides biblically based, common-sense education and empowerment that give HOPE to 
everyone in every walk of life (Ramsey Solutions, 2018).” Regardless of work co-op 
participation, working was described as requiring high levels of self-discipline. This was 
particularly the case for Jackson that described himself as having “always excelled at work 
and…mediocre at school” and identified the work co-op class as “probably the most useful class 
I’ve had in high school.” He worked as a farmhand that sometimes involved long hours, but he 
noted the support he had from his boss as a student: 
So if I ever have anything real pressing at school he’s very understanding…like right 
now, we’re planting. If you’re working 50, 60, 65 hours a week and going to school it’s 
hard to juggle time for homework and work. 
 
Participation in the work co-op program did not restrict students from dual credit 
opportunities, but making decisions required self-awareness and decisions about managing 
schedules. Similarly, many students worked but did not participate in work co-op. Eleven 
participants discussed their work experiences, five of them associated with the work co-op 
program. Chelsea and Dan explained the challenges of balancing work, sports, and school. The 
need to work beginning at the age of 15 meant that Chelsea was no longer able to participate in 
sports to further her athletic skills. This is particularly important given that she had earlier 
considered an athletic scholarship as one means by which she might pursue postsecondary 
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education. Elise had decided not to participate in work co-op in order to have more time to earn 
credits at the community college.  
College knowledge. Interview participants stressed the importance of cost and proximity 
to home in the process of choosing a college. Hence, individual knowledge of what college is 
was largely constructed within the local context of Rural Creek and Regional U with the 
community college most frequently identified as the more affordable option for entry into 
postsecondary education. Ingrid illustrated the perceived value of this especially if you are not 
sure of your career goal. 
“A lot of my classmates don’t know what they’re going to do yet. They know they’re 
going to go to a college, and they’re going to Rural Creek because you can obviously go 
to Rural Creek for two years and not even know what you’re going to do yet, just get 
your pre-reqs [requisites] out of the way” 
 
Scholarship opportunities identified within Rural Creek included their Foundation 
scholarships and the Presidential Scholarship. The “presidential” scholarship covers a full two 
years of college and is awarded to students in the top fifteen percent of the graduating class with 
an ACT score of at least 26 or an SAT score of 1240. A representative of the Rural Creek 
Foundation attended the graduation ceremony and publicly awarded a $750 Foundation 
scholarship to Gail and the Presidential Scholarship to Henry and Oliver, whom had both 
disclosed in their interviews that they were recipients. Since Henry had petitioned successfully to 
graduate early, he had some unique considerations toward beginning college in January of what 
was supposed to be his senior year of high school: 
I thought about going to Regional U…but it would have been awkward trying to get into 
a four year in a spring semester. With Rural Creek, it was a bit easier. This semester I had 
to pay for because the presidential scholarship will not pick up until the fall of my 




During the graduation ceremony, Gail was also the recipient of three other local 
scholarships from community organizations. In our interview, she explained that absent financial 
aid or scholarships, she would not be able to get through college and that a primary concern for 
her was commuting because her family had one vehicle. She hoped to be able to work enough 
hours over the summer to save up for a car. She also had received confirmation that she would be 
on the cheerleading squad at Rural Creek and met a fellow cheerleader’s mom that offered to 
give her rides for practices. At the time of our interview, she expressed confusion about financial 
aid influenced by her brother’s experiences: 
I asked my brother about it and I talked to the financial aid office because it was either 
earlier this year [or] the end of last year, I think it’s called SAP or something. It effected 
his credit hours because he took a lot of dual credit here and it ended up cutting off his 
financial aid because he went over his hours. So, he had to go through a whole appeal 
thing and get it sorted out. I just didn’t want that to happen to me. 
 
Even for the two students that selected alternative routes to technical training, 
experiences for career exploration provided by the community college ultimately helped them 
make decisions about college. This was especially true for Jackson who had previously lived in 
another part of the state near his parents’ alma mater where they were involved as alumni. 
However, he “never really thought about going to school there” because he did not envision 
himself at a four-year university. At a career day hosted by the community college, he had the 
opportunity to explore his interest in becoming a heavy equipment operator, talk to employers, 
and learned about the apprenticeship program. For Allen, he explored the HVAC program and 
talked to the community college instructor. Ultimately, this led him to explore multiple HVAC 
programs. He explained his decision-making process: 
[Scholarship information] definitely helped me prepare…I don’t have all the money there 
to pay for college…at Rural Creek it’s $4,000 a semester, and to go to this nine month 
program it’s $16,000…I’d filled out my FAFSA the first day…at the end of the nine 
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months I’ll be certified in the state and nationally certified, I’m pretty sure. 
 
Participants described consistent interactions with Rural Creek staff members. According 
to the college website, admission representatives “visit each high school twice each fall and 
spring. The fall dual credit visit is an orientation session while the spring dual credit visit is for 
Rural Creek College registration and/or sending transcripts elsewhere” (Rural Creek Community 
College, 2018). While there were somewhat mixed perceptions about whether or not 
representatives from other colleges had come to the high school, it did become clear that the 
community college visits were geared toward all students, not just those that had stated interest 
in attending. A personal connection was particularly helpful for Ingrid who had learned about the 
TRIO program from her advisor at Rural Creek and already requested a note taker for her 
classes. However, she also noted that after she took a basic EMT certification course through a 
local ambulance bay that she saw advertised on Facebook, she learned that it would have counted 
for college credit had she taken it with another local provider.   
Absent a personal connection, Google Earth or virtual campus tours were identified as 
tools to explore institutions of interest outside of the local context, even if they were never 
serious considerations. For those students that had decided to attend institutions outside of the 
local context, personal connections were an asset toward building college knowledge. This was 
certainly the case for Allen as he described his interaction with his advisor at the trade school, 
“[she] just helped me out through this whole thing, because it’s going to be a big transition 
coming from living a block away from the school,” and noted that she had not only assisted him 
with classes but also with scholarships, finding an apartment, and job opportunities.  
Marissa, following submission of her e-mail address for more information to her selected 
university, had visited twice and already had an academic advisor “who’s called me and checked 
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up with that [online] class” that she took during high school. Marissa also articulated knowledge 
of study abroad programs she learned about on the college website. She valued her connection 
with the nearby ROTC staff at Regional U because “it’s nice to have face to face contact ‘cause 
[selected university]’s so far away.”  
Nick had participated in summer engineering campus at his selected university and talked 
to older peers as he developed college knowledge. This insight included knowing that it would 
be “significantly harder to transfer” into the engineering program and advice on preparing 
himself academically through the Calculus classes at the community college since he had not 
opportunities to take AP courses. He had also already make plans to live in a cooperative 
fraternity through a friend that already lived there, utilize university tutoring services, and attend 
a summer scholars program to complete two classes prior to the fall semester. 
Conclusion 
This chapter detailed study findings organized thematically. The next chapter includes a 
summary of findings that describe the phenomenon of developing college and career readiness 
for the graduating class of 2018 in Randall school district. Following this summary, key findings 
and associated implications for theory, research, and practice are identified.  
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH DISCUSSION 
Time rolls by the clock don't stop 
I wish I had a few more drops 
Of the good stuff, the good times 
Oh but they just keep on flying 
Right on by like it ain't nothing 
Wish I had me a pause button 
Moments like those Lord knows I'd hit it 
And give myself five more minutes 
-Criswell, McCreery, & Rogers, 2017 
 
The purpose of this dissertation study was to explore the influence of a rural community 
context on perceptions of the phenomenon of college and career readiness. This chapter provides 
a summary of overall findings. The chapter begins with a description that summarizes the 
“essence” of the shared experience of developing college and career readiness bounded to the 
case of the graduating class of 2018 in Randall school district. Next, findings are discussed 
within salient components of the Ecological Model of College Readiness followed by the 
identification of key contributions of the study. Finally, implications for future research, policy, 
and practice are presented. This section concludes with an overall summary of the dissertation. 
The “Essence” of the Experience at the Microsystem Level 
 The Randall school district graduating class of 2018 began preparation for the transition 
out of high school in their junior year through required job shadowing, optional dual credit, and 
online learning opportunities. This was followed by optional opportunities to participate in work 
co-op in the senior year. Relationships within the school environment were familial and 
supportive, regardless of individual aspirations or planned college attendance. The community 
college was identified as a particular asset toward the development of college and career 
readiness. Aspirations for postsecondary education were influenced by limited employment 
opportunities in the local area without continued education or training. Students were encouraged 
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to pursue this education or training within the local context, with the community college 
particularly of value for its affordability, proximity to home, and familiarity. For those students 
that were identified as standing out academically or athletically, there were perceived and real 
opportunities and expectations to pursue college outside of the local context. Outside of limited 
dual credit offerings within the high school, academic preparation was pursued independently 
and largely through online learning with support from the school district to individualize student 
schedules. Independent and individualized schedules created ample opportunities to demonstrate 
self-efficacy and develop academic habits. College knowledge was relative to the local context 
with familiarity highly valued and family members largely influential in student decisions toward 
postsecondary education and training. 
Individual Level 
Aspirations. Regardless of ultimate individual choice, determining and defining 
accessible opportunities in preparation for the anticipated transition out of high school was 
consistent with previous literature on rural students and involved the primary considerations of 
cost and proximity to home or family (Hlinka et al., 2015; Means et al., 2016). Contrary to 
research that identified lower aspirations for rural students (Hu, 2003), all but one student in the 
graduating class aspired to enter education, training, or military service immediately following 
graduation. However, a vocational mindset is evident with student aspirations matching 
opportunities perceived within the local context (Meece et al., 2013, Robbins, 2012). This 
mindset, influenced by the value of practicality in a rural microsystem, demonstrated the 




In alignment with the findings of Means et al. (2016), local job opportunities were 
perceived to be limited to fast food restaurants and result in a less than desirable future without 
further education or training after high school. At the same time, entering the workforce was 
identified as valuable and necessary toward personal responsibility and independence echoing 
the findings of Burnell (2003). A disconnect between rural community colleges and rural 
communities has been identified as a contributing factor in declining economic opportunity in 
rural places (Krupnick, 2019). This study identified clear gaps in opportunity for those students 
that wished to remain in their community, but did not want to enter higher education. For one 
student, an apprenticeship program filled this gap. As indicated in previous research, this 
reinforces the importance of rural community colleges engaging in contract training, small 
business development, and economic development that enhances opportunity in rural economies 
for individuals with varying levels of education or training (Miller & Tuttle, 2007; Valadez & 
Killacky, 1995). 
Consistent with the findings of Byun et al. (2017), the community college emerged as a 
preferred entry point into higher education with ten of fourteen students entering a postsecondary 
institution having decided on this route at the time of the study. While previous research has 
identified this preference for the community college as influenced by the conflict between 
individuals’ desire for social mobility and the desire to remain in their communities (Hektner, 
1995; Hlinka et al., 2015; Howley, 2006), this study highlighted the perceived value of the 
community college for economic opportunity in the local area. As individuals recognized 
limitations to economic opportunity in their local frame of reference, aspirations for 




Academic achievement had implications for choosing a college with only the class 
valedictorian and salutatorian entering a four-year university following graduation. This suggests 
the ways in which school actors can influence student perceptions of their own abilities and 
qualifications. Similarly, Hlinka et al. (2015) identified a lack of confidence in rural students’ 
perceptions of ability to succeed in a four-year college environment. Within a rural context, this 
is an important consideration as Irvin et al. (2011) have identified a correlation between 
academic self-concept and the educational aspirations of rural youth. Despite having interest in 
more selective institutions that are located outside of the local context, study participants 
dismissed them quickly and easily. In general, students perceived that these colleges were out of 
reach for them financially, geographically, athletically, or academically. A lack of familiarity and 
perceptions of a competitive environment exacerbated uncertainty and doubt. This study’s 
findings illustrated the challenges of developing a strong academic self-concept in a small class 
and the implications of this on individual college choice.  
Academic preparation. This study identified dual credit as a primary vehicle for 
academic preparation. The lack of opportunity for rural students to develop academic capital has 
been identified as a critical factor to address toward retention in postsecondary environments 
(Hlinka, 2017). Dual credit participation has been found to increase the likelihood of bachelor’s 
degree attainment, especially for students beginning at less selective institutions (Blankenberger 
et al., 2017). Thus, dual credit participation could have particular benefits toward educational 
attainment in this rural context with large numbers of students entering higher education through 
the community college. Within and beyond dual credit, the community college emerged as a 
critical resource toward individual academic preparation. 
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While partnerships with both the community college and a regional university facilitated 
dual credit opportunities, there were differences in implementation that affected individual 
experiences. The community college had a more formally defined partnership and included 
opportunities to learn from a familiar high school teacher. In contrast, the regional university had 
more recently introduced the opportunity that was primarily facilitated through online instruction 
with support provided from high school teachers. Experiences with community college dual 
credit offerings were more positively described throughout the study.  
Overall, dual credit offerings came with limitations in subject matter, mode of 
instruction, and cost. There was a lack of cohesiveness within offerings that resulted in 
opportunities being determined by the availability of resources and not by college preparatory 
needs that aligned with specific pathways into postsecondary education. Given Randall school 
district teacher qualifications, the majority of dual credit opportunities provided in partnership 
with the community college and taught at the high school were within the scope of computer 
applications. It is worth noting that following this teacher’s retirement, there are now only five 
dual credit courses offered through the community college for Randall school district, none of 
which are taught by high school teachers (Rural Creek Community College, 2019). Dual credit 
through the community college was the lowest cost option with no tuition costs charged, only a 
dual credit fee. With the high school having no teachers currently teaching dual credit, this raises 
questions about the distinctions provided from the community college between dual credit and 
dual enrollment. These distinctions are pertinent to understanding opportunities for academic 
preparation given the cost implications for individual students in Randall school district. 
Individual educational achievement and aspirations influenced the extent to which 
students understood the limitations to opportunities for academic preparation at their high school. 
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Overall, students displayed uncertainty as to whether or not they had opportunities for AP credit 
and answers to this question were mixed. However, a small number of students were aware of 
this lack in opportunity and articulated it as a disadvantage. The community college dual credit 
website that provided definitions for dual credit, dual enrollment, and AP credit could have 
furthered student understanding of these opportunities. However, the term “dual enrollment” was 
never used in my interactions with individuals at the high school. Descriptions of courses taken 
online with time allotted during the school day could align with the definition provided for dual 
enrollment. This suggests some gaps in college knowledge that could be addressed by the 
community college and school district to help students understand the different vehicles for 
academic preparation that are available to them. 
Overcoming limitations for academic preparation involved demonstrations of self-
efficacy as students engaged in a secondary appraisal of available resources as described by 
Schlossberg (Evans et al., 2010). Individual students identified and pursued opportunities for 
academic preparation outside of formal dual credit partnerships. The school offered support by 
approval for the modification of individual situations and schedules. This was especially the case 
for two students that successfully petitioned the school board for approval to graduate early or 
attend classes at the community college during the school day. In the case of graduating early, 
this led to formal policy change in the district handbook.  
Academic habits. The independent nature of student scheduling, participation in online 
learning, and experience in the workforce as a high school student resulted in significant 
opportunities to develop skills associated with academic habits. Arnold et al. (2012) identifies 
these skills as necessary for “mastering academic content and concepts” and serving as a 
foundation for “study skills” (p. 23). While this definition is concentrated within a traditional 
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academic context, this study finds that students in a rural high school are experienced in applying 
academic habits to school and work. 
Drawing from previous research, Arnold et al. (2012) posit that student self-discipline is 
a strong predictor of educational success. Both inside and outside of the school context, students 
in this study demonstrated high levels of self-discipline. In pursuit of academic preparation, 
students participated in independent learning. Within the context of work, students learned life 
management skills in the co-op class and many balanced work with school and family 
obligations. Regardless of academic ability, these experiences have led to the development of a 
foundational set of transferable skills that could be fostered to support individual success in 
postsecondary environments. These additional avenues for the development of skills associated 
with academic habits are not incorporated into current definitions (Arnold et al., 2012; Conley, 
2010). 
College knowledge. Within an individual’s microsystem, school and family were most 
frequently identified as setting the norms for decision-making and identified as primary supports 
toward the development of college knowledge. Consistent with Means et al. (2016), deep and 
familial connections were articulated within the small school setting and family support was 
defined as inclusive of extended family members. In contrast with Means et al. (2016)’s finding 
that students were encouraged to have college aspirations without being provided a “road map” 
for how to access and succeed in higher education, this study identified the school counselor, 
family members, and the community college as critical guides. Taken together, these findings 
illustrate that rural students in diverse contexts have identified support for aspirations in both 
their schools and their families.   
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Differences in the development of college knowledge between these two studies could be 
influenced by racial demographics. Means et al. (2016) conducted their study in the rural South 
with African-American high school students. This study was conducted in a historically and 
predominately White rural Midwest environmental context. Historical and systemic racism in the 
exosystem and macrosystem could lead to differential individual impacts in these different rural 
microsystems. Students in this study could readily identify family members with experiences in 
higher education (particularly the community college) that often provided the “road map” to 
follow. Taken together, these findings identify both geographical and racial stratification toward 
the development of college knowledge in rural contexts. Advancing educational attainment 
across rural contexts thus requires addressing historical and systemic racism that has created 
generational barriers to college access that has a differential impact on rural students of color.   
This study identified the community college as a resource toward the development of 
college knowledge. Previous research focused on the college choices of rural high school 
populations largely ignores the community college context or applies a deficit lens (Ardoin, 
2018; Means et al., 2016). Furthermore, a recent summary brief on supporting rural students’ 
pathways into higher education gives no mention to community colleges (Means, 2018). This is 
especially problematic given the potential for these institutions to advance overall college 
knowledge within rural schools. 
Familiarity with an educational institution emerged as a critical component of developing 
self-efficacy. More specifically, familiarity with and a personal connection to someone that had 
attended a given institution fostered a sense of confidence in the ability of an individual to 
succeed in that environment. Absent this connection and familiarity, institutions were easily 
dismissed. The experiences of family members, especially older siblings, were particularly 
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influential in perceptions of self-efficacy at a given institution. This dependence on older siblings 
is indicative of generational gaps in college knowledge that can create challenges for rural 
students seeking to enter higher education in an environmental context that lacks a college-going 
culture. The community college was valued for perceived accessibility, affordability, and 
relevance to local economic opportunity; however, it was also valued for being a familiar place 
where individuals perceived that they could be successful. This familiarity was strengthened with 
people that held meaningful roles in students’ lives having experienced higher education in this 
same context. There is a pronounced disconnect and lack of familiarity with four-year 
universities despite one being located fourteen miles away, half the distance to the community 
college. This demonstrates the lack of engagement between four-year colleges and rural 
communities identified by McDonough et al. (2010). 
The establishment of a college-going culture is critical to closing equity gaps in  
educational attainment for rural populations. Regardless of their decision to pursue 
postsecondary education, students described being supported by school actors. This is especially 
problematic given segmented economic opportunity and the need for postsecondary credentials 
in rural economies (Bray et al., 2019). Establishing this college-going culture moves beyond 
support for aspirations to cultivating college knowledge. Given the value of familiarity, this is 
not within the scope of campus visits or generalized outreach. A more personal connection that 
familiarizes students with institutions and guides them through the transition process is 
imperative. Thus, socio-academic integration experiences described by Deil-Amen (2011) are 
identified as critical for rural students. In the case of Randall school district, these experiences 
were largely provided by, and for entrance into, the community college. The consistent presence 
of the community college in the microsystem provided opportunities to explore careers, earn 
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college coursework, and build relationships with institutional representatives. This strengthened 
the sense of familiarity that already existed for students given familial and community 
connections to others that had experience at the community college. Furthermore, at least three 
students identified this presence as critical to supporting aspirations that existed outside of the 
community college.  
Key Contributions 
In summary, individuals expressed a range of primary appraisals of the transition out of 
high school and identified several resources toward the development of college and career 
readiness. Social support is evident in the familial school environment and from identified family 
members. However, students received mixed messages on the importance of pursuing higher 
education as it was not generally assumed or expected to be the next step after high school. As an 
institution, the community college presented multi-faceted opportunities to further college and 
career readiness that created a familiarity with and for individual students and their families. 
Furthermore, individual students gained support from the school district to modify situations and 
schedules that better fit their needs by demonstrating self-efficacy with the community college 
playing a vital role to fill in gaps in opportunity at the high school. 
This study contributes to the literature on advancing educational access and attainment 
for rural students in two important ways. First, this study identified the important role of the 
community college in advancing college and career readiness for rural students. While the 
community college has been identified as the primary access point into higher education for rural 
populations (Byun et al., 2017), the critical role of rural community colleges in developing 
college and career readiness has emerged as important for students with varying aspirations. This 
included filling gaps in opportunity for academic preparation that supported varied student 
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trajectories and developing academic habits as well as being a primary provider of college 
knowledge. For most of the students in this study, this ultimately led to selection of the 
community college. However, for at least three students it supported them in accessing other 
opportunities.  
Second, this study gives voice to the values of rural students that assist in understanding 
their educational choices. While the argument can be made that stratification of access is evident 
in this study, there is also evidence that students are making informed decisions that inherently 
value the community college. More specifically, this aligns with value of socio-academic 
integrative experiences provided by community colleges that align with individual needs (Deil-
Amen, 2011). Despite the identified limitations of a rural school district, students valued the 
familial environment. In addition, students valued and needed affordable options that allowed 
them to maintain relationships with family members and gave them credentials with economic 
value in their local environment.  
This moves beyond understandings of selecting a community college for deficit reasons, 
but for alignment with individual values and aspirations. This study identified that four-year 
institutions are largely falling short of establishing familiarity for rural students, being perceived 
as accessible and affordable, and having relevance to student aspirations. The values of 
community pride, independence, and a strong work ethic articulated by the students in this study 
are consistent with those identified as existing within a rural identity that can go 
underappreciated or undervalued in four-year institutional contexts (Rogers, 2019). An important 





Implications for Theory 
Given the familial relationships that are described within rural school and community 
contexts, Arnold et al.’s (2012) Ecological Model of College Readiness has specific theoretical 
relevance to studying this subpopulation and the ways in which larger systems of oppression 
impact rural microsystems across diverse contexts. In contrast to Perna’s (2006) Nested Model of 
College Choice that does not name family influencers in a central role, the ecological model 
positions family, and teachers as central influencers, which is consistent with this study. 
However, postsecondary partners are identified as being situated in the mesosystem while this 
study identifies the community college as within the microsystem. Since this could be unique to 
filling voids for advancing college and career readiness in a rural environment and the culture 
associated with having a rural identity, theoretical models must centralize place as a critical 
component.  
Frameworks of college choice have assumed a linear process that incorporates three 
phases described as predisposition, search, and choice (Hossler & Gallagher, 1987; Perna, 2006). 
For traditional age student populations, Perna (2006) cited a body of literature that identified 
predisposition as occurring “between the 7th and 10th grades, search during the 10th through 12th 
grades, and choice during the 11th and 12th grades” (p. 102). These linear phases and timeline are 
inconsistent with the experiences described by the participants in this study. First, these models 
assume a predisposition, which may not exist for rural students given a historical lack of a 
college-going culture contextualized within a rural identity (Alliance for Excellent Education, 
2010; Rogers, 2019). Second, the habitus identified in this district resulted in conversations about 
college beginning when students were entering the 11th grade. Finally, at the time of interviews 
conducted at the end of 12th grade, some individuals were still in the process of making a 
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decision or had not taken action toward their identified choice. In light of these findings, 
theoretical models of college choice will need to account for non-linear processes and the impact 
of a rural habitus that influences all three phases.  
Theories associated with college, career readiness must also broaden in scope to more 
fully incorporate, and value opportunities attached to career and technical education. Conley 
(2010) identified the challenge presented by combining the concepts of college readiness and 
work readiness. While he argued that “postsecondary readiness” and “career readiness” could 
assist in understanding the similarities and broadens the trajectories considered, a deficit lens is 
applied to community college students and to certificate programs. Community colleges are 
identified as sorting out “students who seem capable of being ready to move in to four-year 
programs and those ready for certificate programs from those who require significant support 
and development before being ready for any academic studies whatsoever” (Conley, 2010, p. 
13). Overall, theoretical models of college choice and college and career readiness are biased 
toward more traditional “academic” trajectories and four-year institutions. Along these lines, 
these models do not account for work as a means by which to develop skills toward academic 
habits. These models need to be reconceptualized or new models developed to further 
incorporate career and technical education, especially as it relates to rural contexts where these 
credentials are particularly viable.   
Implications for Research 
This study identified the community college as a critical partner toward the development 
of self-efficacy required to advance college and career readiness in a rural context. Several areas 
of future research emerge from this finding. Given the limitations and challenges associated with 
academic preparation of rural students and the dominance of online modes of instruction, 
90 
 
research on the effectiveness of online learning to this end is necessary. Second, this study 
provides insight into the ways in which community colleges can support high academic 
achievers in rural contexts toward aspirations for selective institutions. Given the 
underrepresentation of rural students in selective institutional contexts (Byun, Irvin, & Meece, 
2012; Byun et al., 2015; Koricich et al., 2018), this is an important area of research for 
exploration. Harper’s (2010) anti-deficit achievement framework is particularly relevant for 
future research that seeks to further understand how rural students successfully move from 
college choice to persistence and completion across institutional contexts. 
In lieu of research that prioritizes a focus on institutions where rural students are not 
going, it will be pertinent to for future research to focus on where they are going. It is clear that 
rural students overwhelmingly rely on community colleges for access into postsecondary 
education (Byun et al., 2017). However, studies that unpack the influence of a rural identity on 
college choice and subsequent outcomes  are of the utmost importance. This research would 
further understanding of the importance of centering place as a primary  influence on individual 
college choice with sociological theories of social mobility and status attainment having 
particular heuristic value (Grusky, 2001). Given the value of the rural community college 
identified in this study, this could also challenge the notion of a “golden cage” defined by 
McDonough et al. (2010) and further support for community colleges to advance opportunities 
for economic security in rural settings. Four-year institutions interested in advancing access for 
rural students could also learn from community colleges toward establishing relevancy and 
familiarity with rural students. Most importantly, this research will need to incorporate 




Implications for Policy and Practice 
Academic preparation. It is clear that both policy and practice must address a lack of 
opportunity and support for academic preparation in rural schools. Academic preparation toward 
college and career readiness must also begin earlier than the junior year of high school (Conley, 
2010). This will be critical to advancing an academic self-concept for rural students. Given the 
importance of the local context, there should be alignment with economically viable pathways 
into college and careers. For example, Randall school district could benefit from aligning 
academic preparation with healthcare pathways given a strong interest in these careers. This 
could also create more purposeful job shadowing opportunities that align more closely with 
student interests.  
While community colleges already have a multi-faceted mission, a focus on developing 
college and career readiness in rural students could be a worthwhile investment. Both policy and 
practical support for community colleges to offer dual credit and/or flexible dual enrollment 
options for rural high schools could fill current gaps in opportunity. Caution must be taken 
toward a default to online options that do not always meet the needs of students. This study 
demonstrated that the burden of finding solutions to fill these gaps in content areas and modes of 
instruction fell to individual students. Partnerships between rural districts and community 
colleges could lessen this burden and provide needed support.   
The identification of community colleges as critical partners toward the development of 
academic preparation for rural students makes inadequate funding support for rural community 
colleges even more concerning (Fluharty & Scaggs, 2007; Katsinas et al., 2016). Historical 
underfunding of rural community colleges has created strain toward balancing support between 
vocational and transfer programs with recent headlines finding these institutions wanting in the 
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area of supporting rural workforce development (Bailey & Morest, 2006; Krupnick, 2019). 
Policymakers would be wise to conduct environmental scans of opportunities for academic 
preparation within states that are consistent with rural economic needs. This could drive support 
and resources toward the advancement of equitable opportunity with community colleges as 
critical partners including addressing transportation needs and safety concerns. This could also 
ensure that offerings were driven by student needs and economic relevance to career pathways 
versus school staffing constraints. Partnerships with four-year institutions to provide accessible 
training in key content areas could assist in increasing the qualifications of rural teachers as 
inequities are identified.  
College knowledge. Given the value of familiarity, it is evident that institutions must 
invest in early efforts to make their institutions familiar to rural students. This moves beyond 
general campus visits. The students in this study identified the importance of a personal 
connection and perceptions of a familial environment that replicates positive and individualized 
experiences in a rural high school. Even in a physical sense, students identified the importance of 
making a place “feel” familiar by seeing it in person or via virtual tours. This is particularly true 
when a student may not know anyone else that has attended the institution. Socio-academic 
integrative moments are key to establishing familiarity and building confidence (Deil-Amen, 
2011).  
An example of this is the Small Towns at Swarthmore initiative. Swarthmore College 
funds rural students to attend a “fly-in” program to familiarize them with campus. In addition, 
blogs from students coming from rural areas are accessible to facilitate connections and foster a 
sense of confidence in the ability to be successful (Swarthmore College, 2019). For the only two 
students in this study that chose four-year institutions, they identified a community to be a part of 
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within the larger community (ROTC, cooperative fraternity). Thus, institutions interested in 
recruiting rural students should identify and connect rural students with opportunities for both 
social and academic integration prior to starting classes. Opportunities could include more 
personalized and comprehensive college visit programs such as that at Swarthmore College, 
living and learning communities, cohort programs, summer transition programs, and connections 
to student organizations accessible to first-year students prior to the start of classes. 
The meaningfulness of job shadowing and work-based learning in this study also create 
practical opportunities for postsecondary institutions to engage with rural students. Given the 
limitations for career exploration identified in a rural environment, colleges and universities 
could connect rural high school students with professionals in a variety of roles. This could 
simultaneously allow students to explore a career path and establish a personal connection with 
an institutional agent. Opportunities for work and the incorporation of work-based learning 
within colleges would also align with the needs and values expressed by students in this study. 
Finally, it is of the utmost importance for both community colleges and four-year 
institutions to invest in transfer student programs and partnerships. It is clear that rural students 
most often enter postsecondary education through community colleges. Thus, transfer student 
programs could be developed holistically for students to move through higher education 
seamlessly across institutions. Community colleges held value to the students in this study for 
being a more familiar environment to begin the transition into college. Regional partnerships 
could provide opportunities for the identification of socio-academic integration experiences to 
support students throughout the transition from high school to community college to a four-year 




Summary of the Dissertation 
The purpose of this dissertation study was to explore the influence of a rural community 
context on perceptions of the phenomenon of college and career readiness. The findings 
identified community colleges as critical in advancing college and career readiness for rural 
students and assisted in understanding the value of familiarity that influences college choice for 
rural students. The community college most frequently established this sense of familiarity. 
Students perceived support from teachers and family members regardless of college aspirations. 
However, college knowledge was largely developed within the local context with the community 
college perceived as the context most able to meet student needs. Primary implications from the 
study include the critical nature of addressing inequities for academic preparation in rural 
schools with community colleges as likely partners and the need for expanded partnerships 
throughout postsecondary environments. The partnerships must address perceptions of access 
and affordability as well as create familial environments to support rural students throughout the 
educational pipeline. In summary, community colleges are identified as critical partners toward 
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APPENDIX A: RECRUITMENT FLYER 





All students that participate in an interview will receive a $15 gift certificate to 





My name is Marci Rockey and I am a graduate student pursuing a doctoral 
degree in Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership at the University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. I was raised in X County and graduated from X 
 High School. I am currently conducting a research study on perceptions of 
college and career readiness among rural high school seniors. If you… 
 
 Are a current senior that will be graduating from Randall school district 
in 2018 and 
 
 Are willing to participate in a single one-hour interview regarding your 
plans and perceptions of preparation for the transition out of high school 
 






APPENDIX B: PARENT RECRUITMENT LETTER  
 
April 23, 2018 
 
Dear Parent:                        
 
My name is Marci Rockey, and I am a graduate student in the Department of Educational Policy, 
Organization, and Leadership in the College of Education at the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. I am conducting a research study on how students graduating from a rural high school make 
decisions about college and careers. Having grown up in X County myself and graduating from X High 
School, this topic is important to me.  
 
This study requires me to interview graduating high school seniors in a rural school district. Your child 
has been invited to participate in the study. I do not anticipate any risk from participation greater than that 
experienced in normal life and children may benefit from having another adult interested in their 
educational experiences. If your child takes part in this project, your child will be asked to schedule a 
single, in-person interview with me to be held at Randall School. The interview will last approximately 
one hour. Your child will also complete a brief demographics questionnaire. I would like to audio tape the 
interview with your child but will do so only with you and your child’s permission. You and your child 
have the right to review and edit the tape to delete any material you and your child do not want recorded. 
Your child may also ask us to turn off the tape at any point in the conversation.  
 
Your child's participation in this project is completely voluntary. In addition to your permission, your 
child will be asked if he or she would like to take part in this project. Only those children who want to 
participate will do so, and any child may stop taking part at any time. The choice to participate or not will 
not impact your child’s grades or status at school. The information that is obtained during this research 
project will be kept strictly secure and will not become a part of your child's school record. This project is 
conducted under the supervision of Dr. Eboni Zamani-Gallaher, Professor in the College of Education, 
and has received approval from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign and support from Randall 
personnel. Additional information on the study and the confidentiality of participants can be found in the 
attached Parental Consent Template.    
 
If you agree to have your child participate in the study, please review and complete the attached Parental 
Consent Template. If you have any questions about this project, please feel free to contact me either by e-
mail or by telephone.  
 













APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORMS 
 
 
Perceptions of College and Career Readiness Among Rural High School Seniors 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study. Researchers are required to provide a 
consent form such as this one to tell you about the research, to explain that taking part is 
voluntary, to describe the risks and benefits of participation, and to help you to make an 
informed decision. You should feel free to ask the researchers any questions you may have. 
 
Principal Investigator Name and Title: Eboni Zamani-Gallaher, Professor 
Co-Investigator/Student Investigator: Marci Rockey 
Department and Institution: Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership, University of 
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign 
Address and Contact Information: 1310 S. Sixth St., Champaign, IL 61820, 217-300-0897 
 
Why am I being asked?     
You are being asked to be a subject in a research study about perceptions of college and career 
readiness among rural high school seniors. 
 
You have been asked to participate in the research because you are a senior in a rural school 
district preparing for the transition out of high school. 
 
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future dealings with the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. If 
you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time without affecting that 
relationship.  
 
Approximately 20 subjects may be involved in this research at the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign.  
 
What is the purpose of this research?    
This research seeks to understand how high school seniors in a rural environment make 
decisions about college and careers and perceive readiness for the transition into adulthood as 
it relates to college and careers. 
 
What procedures are involved?    
This research will be performed at Randall School. 
 
You will need to come to the study site one time over the next three months. This visit will take 
about one hour.  
SOCIAL BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH CONSENT FORM TEMPLATE 





The study procedures are participation in an audio-recorded interview with one researcher and 
completion of a brief demographics questionnaire. 
 
What are the potential risks and discomforts? 
To the best of our knowledge, the things you will be doing have no more risk of harm than you 
would experience in everyday life. 
 
Are there benefits to taking part in the research?   
Taking part in this research study may not benefit you personally, but we [researchers] may 
learn new things that will help others.  
 
What other options are there? 
You have the option to not participate in this study. 
 
Will my study-related information be kept confidential? 
Faculty, students, and staff who may see your information will maintain confidentiality to the 
extent of laws and university policies. Personal identifiers will not be published or presented. 
 
What are the costs for participating in this research?    
There are no costs to you for participating in this research. 
 
Will I be reimbursed for any of my expenses or paid for my participation in this research? 
You will receive a $15 gift certificate to a local gas station for participation. You will receive your 
gift certificate in person at the conclusion of your interview. 
 
Can I withdraw or be removed from the study?  
If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your consent and discontinue participation 
at any time. 
 
The Researchers also have the right to stop your participation in this study without your consent 
if: 
→ They believe it is in your best interests; and/or 
→ You were to object to any future changes that may be made in the study plan. 
→ In the event you withdraw or are asked to leave the study during the interview, you will still 
be compensated as described above. 
 
Who should I contact if I have questions?  
Contact the researchers, Eboni Zamani-Gallaher, Professor, at ezamanig@illinois.edu or Marci 
Rockey, Graduate Student, at rockey2@illinois.edu: 
• If you have any questions about this study or your part in it,   





What are my rights as a research subject? 
If you feel you have not been treated according to the descriptions in this form, or if you have 
any questions about your rights as a research subject, including questions, concerns, 
complaints, or to offer input, you may call the Office for the Protection of Research Subjects 
(OPRS) at 217-333-2670 or e-mail OPRS at irb@illinois.edu 
 
Remember:      
Your participation in this research is voluntary. Your decision whether or not to participate will 
not affect your current or future relations with the University. If you decide to participate, you 
are free to withdraw at any time without affecting that relationship. 
 
I have read (or someone has read to me) the above information. I have been given an 
opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I agree 
to participate in this research. I will be given a copy of this signed and dated form. 
 
Optional Elements: 
The following research activities are optional, meaning that you do not have to agree to them in 
order to participate in the research study. Please indicate your willingness to participate in 
these optional activities by placing your initials next to each activity. 
 
I agree I disagree  
_______ ________ 
The researcher may audio record me to aid with data analysis. The 
researcher will not share these recordings with anyone outside of the 
immediate study team. 
 
 
           
Signature       Date 
 
      
Printed Name 
 
           
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent   Date (must be same as subject’s) 
 
 
      











PROTOCOL TITLE:  Perceptions of College and Career Readiness Among Rural High School 
Seniors  
PRINCIPAL INVESTIGATOR:  Eboni Zamani-Gallaher, Professor 
Co-Investigator/Student Investigator: Marci Rockey 
 
What is the Purpose of this Study? 
Your child is being asked to take part in a research study. This form has important information 
about the reason for the study, what your child will do, and the way we would like to use 
information about your child if you choose to allow them to be in the study. Your child is being 
asked to participate in a research study… 
• about perceptions of college and career readiness among rural high school seniors. 
 
Your child is being asked to participate in the research as a senior in a rural school district 
preparing for the transition out of high school. 
 
What will my child do in this Study? 
• Your child will be asked to come to Randall School to participate in a single, in-person 
interview. The interview will last approximately one hour. Your child will also complete a 
brief demographics questionnaire. 
• We would like to audio tape the interview with your child and take detailed notes 
afterward. We will do so only with you and your child’s permission. You and your child have 
the right to review and edit the tape to delete any material you and your child do not want 
recorded. Your child may also ask us to turn off the tape at any point in the conversation.  
• After the interview, the tape will be transcribed and a written copy will be sent to you 
for review. You and your child may delete anything you do not want included in the 
interview. 
 
At any time in the study, you and your child may decide to withdraw from the study. If your 
child withdraws, no more information will be collected from your child. When you or your child 
indicate he/she wishes to withdraw, the investigator will ask if the information already 
collected from your child can be used. 
 
What are the Possible Risks or Discomforts to my Child? 
Your child’s participation does not involve any risks other than what your child would encounter 
in daily life. 
 




PARENTAL CONSENT TEMPLATE  





What are the Possible Benefits for My Child or Others? 
Your child is not likely to have any direct benefit from being in this research study. 
 
What Alternatives are Available?  
Your child may choose to not participate in this research study.  
 
Financial Information 
Participation in this study will involve no cost to you or your child. In appreciation for 
participation in the study, your child will receive a $15 gift certificate to a local gas station for 
participation at the conclusion of the interview.  
 
What are my Child’s Rights as a Research Participant? 
If you choose to allow your child to be in this study, your child has the right to be treated with 
respect, including respect for their decision whether or not they wish to continue or stop being 
in the study. Your child is free to stop being in the study at any time. 
 
Choosing not to be in this study or to stop being in this study will not result in any penalty to 
your child or loss of benefits to which your child is otherwise entitled. If you and your child 
decide to not be in this study, this will not affect your child’s class standing.  
 
If you or your child wants to speak with someone who is not directly involved in this research, or 
if you or your child have questions about your child’s rights as a research subject, contact the 
University of Illinois Office for the Protection of research Subjects (OPRS). You can call them at 
(217) 333-2670 or send e-mail to irb@illinois.edu.   
 
Your child’s participation in this study is voluntary and they are free to withdraw at any time. 
Your child may choose not to answer particular questions if they do not want to. Your child may 
ask that the audio recorder be turned off at any point during the interview if there is something 
that they do not want to have recorded. 
 
What about my Child’s Confidentiality and Privacy Rights? 
We will use all reasonable efforts to keep your child’s personal information confidential, but we 
cannot guarantee absolute confidentiality. When this research is discussed or published, no one 
will know that your child was in the study. But, when required by law or university policy, 
identifying information (including yours or your child’s signed consent form) may be seen or 
copied by:  
• The Institutional Review Board that approves research studies;  
• The Office for Protection of Research Subjects and other university departments that 
oversee human subjects research; 
• University and state auditors responsible for oversight of research; and   
If actual or suspected abuse, neglect, or exploitation of a child or a disabled or elderly adult is 
disclosed, the researcher or members of the study staff will report the information to Child 
Protective Services, Adult Protective Services, and/or a law enforcement agency.   
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Results of this study may be used for research, publications, or presentations at professional 
meetings. If your child’s individual results are discussed, your child’s identity will be protected 
by using a pseudonym rather than your child’s name or other identifying information.   
 
In this study, your child will be asked about plans for the transition out of high school. We will 
keep information about your child as confidential as possible, but complete confidentiality 
cannot be guaranteed. On rare occasions, courts have subpoenaed research records. 
 
Audio/Video Recordings  
At the end of this consent form, you will be given the option of allowing us to make audio 
recordings of your child. If you agree, these may be used in analyzing the research data only. 
Permission to use audio recordings of your child in presentations in the classroom, at 
professional meetings or in publications will only be requested if it is relevant to understanding 
the results. All audio, video, and recorded records will be destroyed at the end of the study. 
 
Whom should I Call if I have Questions or Concerns about this Research Study? 
If you or your child have any questions during your child’s time on this study, call us promptly. 
Dr. Eboni Zamani-Gallaher is the person in charge of this research study. You can call her at 
217-300-0897 on Monday through Friday from 9 a.m.-5 p.m. You can also call Marci Rockey at 




I have read this form and the research study has been explained to me. I have been given the 
opportunity to ask questions and my questions have been answered. If I have additional 
questions, I have been told whom to contact.  
 
Optional Study Elements 
Initial one of the following to indicate your choice: 
_____ (initial) I do give permission for audio to be recorded during my child’s interview. 
_____ (initial) I do not give permission for audio to be recorded during my child’s interview. 
 
I agree to let my child _______________________________________ (print name) be in the 
research study described above. A copy of this consent form will be provided to me after I sign 
it.   
 
 
_____________________________________________________  __________ 
Parent/Legal Guardian’s Name (printed) and Signature   Date 
 
_____________________________________________________  __________ 





APPENDIX D: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 
Interview Protocol: Perceptions of College and Career Readiness Among Rural High 
School Seniors 
 
This interview will be loosely structured and conversational. The questions below are for you to 
peruse and prepare to whatever extent makes you most comfortable.  
 
I want to thank you again for your willingness to participate in this interview with me. Just to 
refresh your memory, I am conducting these interviews as a graduate student to learn about your 
experience as a student graduating from a rural, public school district.  
The data from these interviews will be incorporated into my dissertation toward completion of 
my doctoral degree. The interview will last about an hour. You are not obligated to answer any 
question and may withdraw from this interview at any time. With your consent, this interview 
will be recorded. You will have the chance to approve any use of direct quotes or summary of 
your interview data that we wish to publish or share. 
Do you agree to have your interview audio recorded?  
If you have any questions regarding this interview, please do not hesitate to contact me via email 
or phone. Thank you once again for your willingness to participate. 
 
Interview questions 
1. What opportunities have you considered for yourself after high school? 
2. Describe your current plans following high school graduation. 
a. What factors influenced this decision? 
3. As you think about the transition from high school to your next step, what resources have 
you found to be readily available and helpful to you in making decisions about what to do 
next? 
4. Describe your feelings about graduating from high school. 
a. What are you most looking forward to? 
b. If you think there might be challenges, what are they and how do you anticipate 
you will overcome them? 
5. Describe your support system for your next step following graduation. 
6. How prepared do you feel for your next step after high school? 
7. Describe the ways in which you have sought to prepare yourself for this next step. 
8. In what ways do you think living and attending school in a rural community has 
influenced your decisions about your future? 
a. How have your peers, family members, or teachers influenced your decisions? 
9. In your opinion, are there many opportunities to pursue college for rural students? Please 
explain.  
10. Are there any questions you have or anything else we did not cover that you would like to 
add? 
 




APPENDIX E: DEMOGRAPHIC QUESTIONNAIRE 
Perceptions of College and Career Readiness Among Rural High School Seniors 
 
Demographic Information Form 
 
1.  What is your age? __________         
 
2.  What is your gender identification (circle one)?   
 
Male   Female Transgender  Prefer not to answer 
 
3.  With which racial or ethnic category do you identify (circle all that apply)?   
 
Black or African-American  Caucasian/White 
 
American Indian and Alaskan Native Asian 
 
Native Hawaiian and Other Pacific Islander Hispanic or Latino  
 
Two or More Races  Prefer not to answer 
 
4. Circle the option that best describes your current plans after high school. 
Attending community college 
Attending a four-year university 
Entering the workforce 
Entering military service 
Unsure 
Other (please briefly explain):_________________________________________________ 
 
Questions 9-14 define “college” as a community college or university. 
 
9.  As a high school student, have you been on a college campus (for any reason)? 
 
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
10. As a high school student, have you visited a college campus or participated in a college 
informational event for the purpose of obtaining information on enrollment and/or 
admissions? 
 
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
11. As a high school student, have you been contacted by phone, e-mail, or mail by any 
college recruiters or admissions officers? 
 




12. As a high school student, have you had opportunities to enroll in AP (Advanced 
Placement) courses? 
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
13. As a high school student, have you had opportunities to enroll in technical programs to 
develop skills toward specific occupations? 
 
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
14. As a high school student, have you had opportunities to enroll in college classes? 
  
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
15. As a high school student, did you take the ACT or SAT? 
   
Yes   No  I don’t know 
 
16.  Circle the highest degree completed by at least one of your parents/guardians. 
 
Less than high-school diploma High-school diploma or GED 
 
Associate Degree  Bachelors Degree 
 







APPENDIX F: INTERVIEW TIME LENGTHS 
Interview Time Lengths and Follow-up Communication 
 
Student  Interview Length Response to Follow-Up Communication 
 
A   26:38   Phone* 
 
B   32:38   None 
 
C   43:16   Phone* 
 
D   32:10   Phone* 
 
E   26:58   Phone* 
 
F   38:38   None 
 
G   26:25   Phone* 
 
H   40:35   None 
 
I   21:51   None 
 
J   24:07   None 
 
K   35:58   None 
 
L   23:31   Phone* 
 
M   20:59   Electronic 
 
N   21:39   Electronic 
 
O   22:11   Electronic 
 








APPENDIX G: INTERVIEW SUMMARY SHEET 



















What themes are identified regarding this student’s perceptions of capacity related to: 
 

























APPENDIX H: THEMATIC ANALYSIS GUIDE FOR CODING 
 
 
Theme Guiding Definition Coding Abbreviation 
RQ1: How do rural high 
school seniors determine and 
define the opportunities 
accessible to them as they 
transition from high school? 
Can be positive or negative 
perceptions of opportunity. 
PO (perceptions of 
opportunity) 
RQ 2: What influences 
decision-making for rural 
high school seniors’ next 
steps? 
Individuals and environments 
encompassed by the 
individual’s microsystem 
PI (peer influencer) 
FI (family influencer) 
SI (school influencer) 
JI (job influencer) 
CI (community influencer) 
RQ3: How do rural high 
school seniors perceive their 
level of preparedness for the 
transition into their identified 





encompasses the dimensions 
of developing key cognitive 
strategies and key content 
knowledge (Conley, p. 35) 
 
academic habits- awareness 
and experience with self-
management, self-awareness, 
self-monitoring, and self-





what college is, how to 
choose colleges, and how to 
pay for higher education 
(Arnold et al., p. 24) 
AP (academic preparation) 
AH (academic habits) 









APPENDIX I: IRB APPROVAL LETTER 
 
